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Sing joyful songs, accompanied by musical instruments (1 Chronicles 15:16) 
A Bible study paper on singing and music in worship 

(and clapping, raising of hands, and dance) 
Steve Scrivener, Pastor of Coley Park Baptist Church 

 
1) Background 
This is a Bible study on singing and music in worship to help us all understand and follow 
God’s guidelines in our church services what can be a controversial area.  There is a 
summary of the main points at the end (and these points are in italics within the document 
itself).  In addition the opportunity has been taken to look at what God’s Word says about 
other somewhat related areas (clapping, the raising of hands, and dance) to assess their 
place in worship – this is given as an appendix. 
 
Please note that the word “song(s)”, by itself, is used to as a shorthand for “Psalms, hymns 
and spiritual songs.” 
 
 
2) What worship to God is 
Before going into the detail on music, etc. it is good first to re-affirm what church worship to 
God is (and this will focus on what we say to God rather than what he says to us in the 
reading, preaching and obedient hearing of God’s Word [1 Timothy 4:13 and Psalm 95:6-8]).  
Also it should be noted that all of our lives are to worship/glorify the Lord (Romans 12:1 and 
1 Corinthians 10:31) but here we focusing on our gathering together as a church to worship 
God. 
 
2.1) Key elements of church worship 
We have a wonderful description of worship in Revelation 5, which concludes with: 
  

13 Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all 

that is in them, singing: 

“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 

be praise and honour and glory and power, for ever and ever!” 
14 The four living creatures said, “Amen”, and the elders fell down and worshipped. 

 

Notice worship is God and Christ-centred and involves singing, praise and prayer to God 
who is Lord of all and who has reconciled us to himself through the sacrifice of the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29). Furthermore Colossians 3:16,17 says: 

 

16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to 

God. 17 And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, 

giving thanks to God the Father through him. 
 

Here we see that worship has a vertical aspect: it is from the heart to God the Father though 
the Lord Jesus our Saviour (and is by the Holy Spirit, Philippians 3:3); plus it has a 
horizontal aspect, in that we teach and admonish (challenge and warn) one another as we 
sing to God.  This also means that our worship, including the words of our singing, is to be 
based on the word of Christ. 
 
2.2) Other characteristics of worship 
Practically, “worship from the heart” means our words will be sincere (we mean what we 
say), heart-felt and whole-hearted – we will sing heartily to our God and Saviour who is the 
centre of our lives, love and adoration.  We want to praise God for his wonderful and great 
character and amazing works, especially for saving us (Psalm 145:1-13 and 1 Peter 2:9). 
 
It is striking that our Saviour was deeply concerned about our words in worship being 
matched by the devotion and obedience of our hearts, in all of life, and that we must not 
base our worship on man-made rules or traditions instead of God’s Word: 

 

6 Jesus replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written: 
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“ ‘These people honour me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me. 
7 They worship me in vain; 

their teachings are but rules taught by men.’ ”  (Mark 6:5-7) 
 

Or as our Lord positively says: 
 

23 Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshippers will worship the Father in 

spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father seeks. 24 God is spirit, and his 

worshippers must worship in spirit and in truth.  (John 4:23,24) 
 

Some other key principles for our worship are that: 

 we are to engage our minds and understanding in what we say for Paul writes “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 Corinthians 14:15) – this also means that what we say and do is 

understandable to others, including unbelievers [vv.23-25] (as far as is possible). 

 we are to sing joyfully (Psalm 95:1) and reverently - “be thankful, and so worship God 

acceptably with reverence and awe,  for our “God is a consuming fire” ” (Hebrews 12:28,29 

compare Psalm 95:6); 

 and “All… must be done for the strengthening [building up] of the church … [which means] 
everything should be done in a fitting [appropriate] and orderly [structured] way”  

(1 Corinthians 14:26 & 40) – that is our services are to be carried out in a appropriate 
and structured way so the church is built up through understandable worship. 

 
So worship has these characteristics: 

 we worship heartily, obediently, Biblically, understandably (by believers and to 
unbelievers), joyfully, reverently, helpfully (strengthening one another), and in a fitting 
and orderly (appropriate and structured) way. 

 
 
3) Music and singing in worship 
 
In worship, as in all of life, God’s Word, must lead us rather than any of our own creative 
ideas - we want to be guided by Scripture alone in what pleases God in our singing and 
music (see Mark 7:5-7 and John 4:23,24 above).  So what does the Bible say... 
 
3.1 New Testament emphasis on singing out to the Lord 
To begin with it is striking that there are hardly any references to music in the New 
Testament.  There are two references to harps in Revelation (5:8 and 15:2) and one 
reference to music of the heart, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. 

Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:19).  This shows that the emphasis 

of the New Testament is on heartfelt singing to the Lord. In this respect we would encourage 
everyone to sing up and out to the Lord and not to be over worried about getting the musical 
notes exactly correct (especially in the more complex songs).  And if you do not think you 
have a particularly musical voice, remember the saying of John Bunyan “God who made the 
nightingale, also made the crow!” Let us all “Shout for joy to the LORD, all the earth, burst into 

jubilant song with music” (Psalm 98:4). 

 
3.2) Old Testament Guidance 
Within this New Testament emphasis we can learn from the guidance that the Old 
Testament gives us on the use of music in worship.  This can be summarised as follows. 
 
Psalm 92, which is for the Sabbath day, tells us “it is good to praise the LORD … to music” 
(that is accompanied by music) “and to make music to [his] name” (verses 1-3).  In fact, in the 

right context, the music of the strings makes the Lord Jesus glad (Psalm 45:6-8 cf. Hebrews 
1:8,9).  In the temple worship “singers with musical instruments were leading the praises”  
(2 Chronicles 23:13), that is helping and aiding people to praise the Lord; and they were 
“trained and skilled in music for the Lord” (1 Chronicles 25:6,7).  The number of instruments 
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was limited to four (cymbals, harps, lyres and trumpets - 1 Chronicles 16:4,5 & 2 Chronicles 
29:25,6), so a musical group is not to overpower the singing. 
 
3.3) Other contributions of music 
Related to this is it seems that music is a creative gift from God that moves, or inspires, our 
affections as they are to be involved in our heartfelt worship.  In addition music can help to 
make the words more memorable (do you recall the words of songs without the tune?) and 
can assist us to drive the teaching and admonishment of the word of Christ into our hearts 
as we sing (Deuteronomy 32:30-31:47, especially see v44-46, and Colossians 3:16).  This 
can help Christian growth. 
 
3.4) Practical summary on music in worship 
So putting this together a limited number of complementary instruments can be used to 
assist and inspire our heartfelt singing to the Lord and this music is to be played well to the 
Lord, by those who themselves are worshipping the Lord.  This implies some important 
points: the music is not a performance and it must not get in the way or distract all of us from 
singing to the Lord (which the music is to aid).  Therefore, in practice, we will call musicians 
a music group not a worship group or band (especially as they do not worship instead of the 
whole congregation) and we not would want them situated in the centre of the platform (so 
as to avoid a “performance atmosphere”).  Also, it is worth mentioning that all singing does 
not have to be accompanied, and a humble, godly heart is more important than musical skill 
in a musician. 
 
In addition we need to recall that our music and singing are also governed by the principles 
set out at the end of 2.2) above. 
 
3.5) Criteria for instruments and the selection of songs, and the format of our services 
Within the above framework there is not a ruling out of specific musical instruments but 
instead we are to be guided by the Biblical principles established above. Specifically: how 
are the instruments used? Do they help our worship and outreach, and fit our people today 
without sending wrong signals?  For instance there is nothing inherently wrong with the bass 
guitar or drums but they could not be suitable in our services if: 

 they were played in a way that overpowered our singing; 

 or these instruments jarred with the majority of the church; 

 or these instruments were not used in England (instruments used say, in India, would 
not fit our Western ears, whilst they could be very suitable for services in India); 

 or they were played in a heavy rock style (this style is not usually associated with 
reverence and playing it could send signals of approval of the heavy rock lifestyle 
which is usually immoral; compare Philippians 4:8). 

 
The criteria for suitable songs are that they should be: 

i. Biblical (Colossians 3:16) – in content 
ii. Understandable (1 Corinthians 14:13-17, 23-25) – words and music that relate to our 

people today.  To ensure that the words of a song are understandable, the leader 
can give a brief explanation of the song (or part of it) before it is sung. 

iii. Sing-able  
iv. Musical – music must fit the words including reflecting their “mood” and should move 

our affections to heartfelt singing, though the music must not send wrong signals  
v. Lyrical – good poetry 
vi. Memorable – helping to fix God’s truth in our minds (Colossians 3:16) 

(The Biblical basis for iii to v is implied from the fact that songs [Colossians 3:16] are poetry 
for singing.) 
 
In practice the ones from the Praise! Book should satisfy i and ii, though not necessarily iii to 
vi!  And other songs can supplement Praise! where they fit these criteria. 
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Regarding the format of our worship: 

 In each service there will be a mixture of hymns and spiritual songs and usually 
Psalms (Colossians 3:16), in which we combine the best of the old and new (sing a 
new song - Psalm 144:9).  (With respect to Psalms, this does not mean using the 
exact words of each Psalm but they could be part of a Psalm or a paraphrase and the 
words may often need to be rewritten in the light of the fact that Christ has come and in 
the New Testament context – this is the practice of Praise!) 

 These songs will be chosen to fit together with the message and to flow together (that 
is an a “fitting and orderly way” 1 Corinthians 14:40) 

 In choosing songs it is good to bear in mind the events that are occurring in people’s, 
the nation’s and the world’s life. 

 Also, over time, we want to reflect the variety of emotions and prayers in the Psalms in 
our singing. For instance there are cries for help and forgiveness as well as jubilant 
praise.  The human heart sings in different keys in different situations.  Also we need 
to hold in balance the ACTS acronym – Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and 
Supplication – in our singing. 

 
3.6) A plea to defer to one another in our personal tastes 
We are called by God to “love one another as Christ loved us” (John 13:34) and so to “look not 

only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others” as we follow the example of Christ 
(Philippians 2:4ff.).  We want to “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond 

of peace” (Ephesians 4:3).  In the area of music and singing we must recognise that we have 

different personal tastes and backgrounds.  For instance some may prefer traditional hymns 
and others modern items.  Some may like and enjoy classical music including the piano or 
organ whilst others prefer non-classical music including guitars and modern keyboards.  
However in our worship it is not enjoying our own musical taste that we must prefer but 
instead we must defer to one another in what we sing - in love we look after the interests of 
others - we want to help our brothers and sisters worship God (and they should do the same 
for us) and we will not let this upset or divide us.  We will be willing to sing one another’s 
music rather than insisting on the music we most enjoy.  In practice this again means we will 
have a variety of new and old songs and hymns and musical styles (as set out in 3.5 above) 
- this is also necessary so that we connect in some degree with the people outside the 
church and are not in our own musical ghetto.  So we plead with all of us to defer to one 
another in our personal musical tastes. 
 
3.7) Recommended further reading 
On this whole area of worship and music we would recommend the second Chapter of John 
Frame’s Contemporary Worship Music, A Theology of Worship: Some Basics. 
 
3.8) Some concluding warnings 
Luther strikingly said of music (in his typically colourful and somewhat overstated way): 

“Next to theology, I give first music the highest place and honour.  Music is the art 
of the prophets, the only art that can calm the agitation of the soul; it is one of the 
most magnificent and delightful presents God has given.” 
 

However, this gift and strength of music can bring a danger that we substitute our 
appreciation of music and the way it can stir our emotions, for heart-felt singing in worship to 
the living God. This can mean we go to worship for entertainment rather than to please and 
honour the Lord who made and redeemed us.  Music must not become an end in itself.  We 
must not come away from a service saying “Wasn’t the music good?” instead of “How great 
the Lord is!” Let us always remember that music is an aid to our words in singing to the 
honour of God.  Finally, let us listen to the warning cry of the prophet Amos that however 
outwardly good our singing with music is, without righteous living all the week, it is rejected 
by God: 

 “I cannot stand your assemblies. … 

Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. 

But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream! (Amos 5:21b, 23-4) 
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4) Summary of the main conclusions about singing and music in church worship 
 
These conclusions are highlighted in italics within 2-3 above and are cross-referenced below 
to the respective paragraph. 
 

a) Worship is God and Christ-centred and involves singing, praise and prayer to God.  
(2.1) 

b) Worship has a vertical aspect: it is from the heart to God the Father though the Lord 
Jesus our Saviour (and is by the Holy Spirit, Philippians 3:3); plus it has a horizontal 
aspect in that we teach and admonish (challenge and warn) one another as we sing 
to God.  This also means that our worship, including the words of our singing, is to 
be based on the word of Christ.  (2.1) 

c) Worship has these characteristics: we worship heartily, obediently, Biblically, 
understandably (by believers and to unbelievers), joyfully, reverently, helpfully 
(strengthening one another), and in a fitting and orderly (appropriate and structured) 
way.  (2.2) 

d) The emphasis of the New Testament is on heartfelt singing to the Lord. In this 
respect we would encourage everyone to sing up and out to the Lord and not to be 
over worried about getting the musical notes exactly correct.  (3.1) 

e) A limited number of complementary instruments can be used to assist and inspire 
our heartfelt singing to the Lord and this music is to be played well to the Lord, by 
those who themselves are worshipping the Lord.  This implies some important 
points: we have a music group not a worship group/band; the music is not a 
performance and it must not get in the way or distract all of us from singing to the 
Lord (which the music is to aid).  (3.2 & 3.4) 

f) Within the above framework there is not a ruling out of specific musical instruments 
but instead we are to be guided by the Biblical principles established above. 
Specifically: how are the instruments used? Do they help our worship and outreach 
and fit our people today without sending wrong signals?  (3.5) 

g) The criteria for suitable songs (including hymns and Psalms) are, they are Biblical, 
understandable (words and music that relate to our people today), sing-able, musical 
(music that fits the words and rightly moves our affections to heartfelt singing), lyrical 
(good poetry) and memorable.  (3.5) 

h) In each service there will be a mixture of hymns and spiritual songs and usually 
Psalms, in which we combine the best of the old and new.  (3.5) 

i) These songs will be chosen to fit together with the message and to flow together.  
(3.5) 

j) In choosing songs it is good to bear in mind the events that are occurring in people’s, 
the nation’s and the world’s life. (3.5) 

k) Over time, these songs will also be chosen to reflect the variety of emotions and 
prayers in the Psalms in our singing.  We need to hold in balance the ACTS acronym 
- Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and Supplication - in our singing (3.5) 

l) In our worship, it is not enjoying our own musical taste that we must prefer but 
instead we must we defer to one another in what we sing - in love we look after the 
interests of others - we want to help our brothers and sisters worship God (and they 
should do the same for us) and we will not let this upset or divide us.  This is also 
necessary so that we connect in some degree with the people outside the church 
and are not in our own musical ghetto.  (3.6) 

m) There is a danger that we substitute our appreciation of music and the way it can stir 
our emotions, for heart-felt singing in worship to the living God.  And let us listen to 
the warning cry of the prophet Amos that however outwardly good our singing with 
music is, without righteous living all the week, it is rejected by God (Amos 5:23-24).  
(3.7) 
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Appendix on Clapping, Raising of hands and Dance 
 
It is important that we address what the Bible says on these areas and not look at them with 
charismatic or no-charismatic coloured glasses! 

 
CLAPPING 

The New Testament says nothing on this subject, and it is interesting to note that there are 
only two Old Testament references (or three if you add Isaiah 55:12) to clapping in the 
context of praise: 

Clap your hands, all you nations; 

shout to God with cries of joy.  (Psalm 47:1) 

 
Let the rivers clap their hands, 

let the mountains sing together for joy.  (Psalm 98:8) 

 
Here the second lines explain and add to the first lines (this is the parallelism of Hebrew 
poetry) so clapping here is an expression of joy (for clap = joy).  Therefore there is nothing 
wrong with people sometimes clapping as they sing to express their joy but this is not like 
singing which everyone is commanded to do in every service.  Plus again the principles of 
worship guide us, in that this is to help one another and is to be from the heart and not for a 
performance. 

 
 

HAND RAISING – LIFTING UP HANDS IN PRAYER AND PRAISE 
 
There are two references to raising hands in prayer and praise in the New Testament  
(1 Timothy 2:8 and Luke 24:50) and a number in the Old Testament. 
 
Putting these together, God’s word teaches us that the raising of hands is used for two 
purposes (which are actually shown in the two New Testament texts): 
 
1) People may raise their hands as they pray and praise and in particular this reflects their 
hearts being lifted up to God in loving devotion or longing and thirst for God.  For instance: 
 

I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing. (1 Timothy 2:8) 

 
1 Praise the LORD, all you servants of the LORD, who minister by night in the house of the LORD. 
2 Lift up your hands in the sanctuary and praise the LORD. (Psalm 134:1,2) 

 
I spread out my hands to you; my soul thirsts for you like a parched land. (Psalm 143:6) 

 
I lift up my hands to your commands, which I love, and I meditate on your decrees.  (Psalm 119:48) 

 
 
2) The leader lifting up hands towards people as he prays for God’s blessing on them: 
 

Aaron lifted his hands towards the people and blessed them.  (Leviticus 19:22) 

 
When Jesus had led his disciples out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed 

them.  (Luke 24:50) 

 
So, however odd it may seem to us, raising of hands in prayer and praise or in blessing has 
a good Biblical foundation.  Therefore, there is nothing wrong with lifting our hands to God 
as we pray and praise but this is not a command for us (as there are many references to 
worship without the raising of hands).  Furthermore such lifting up of our hands does not 
mean our worship is more spiritual but neither is to be frowned on when it is done for the 
right reasons by an individual. 
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DANCE 
 

There are no New Testament references to dance in relation to praise but there are four in 
the Old Testament: 
 

After crossing the Red Sea, Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her 

hand, and all the women followed her, with tambourines and dancing. 21 Miriam sang to them: “Sing 

to the LORD, for he is highly exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea.”  (Exodus 

15:19,20) 
 

When the Israelites were taking the ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem: David went down and 

brought up the ark of God from the house of Obed-Edom to the City of David with rejoicing. 13 

When those who were carrying the ark of the LORD had taken six steps, he sacrificed a bull and a 

fattened calf. 14 David, wearing a linen ephod, danced before the LORD with all his might, 15 while he 

and the entire house of Israel brought up the ark of the LORD with shouts and the sound of trumpets. 
16 As the ark of the LORD was entering the City of David, Michal daughter of Saul watched from a 

window. And when she saw King David leaping and dancing before the LORD, she despised him in 

her heart.  (2 Samuel 6:12-16) 

 
Let them praise his name with dancing  

and make music to him with tambourine and harp.  (Psalm 149:3) 
 

praise him with tambourine and dancing  (Psalm 150:4) 
 
These passages teach us: 

1) That Miriam and the ladies and David spontaneously danced before the Lord at two 
very special and joyful occasions and that likewise there may be exceptional 
occasions when people cannot help but leap for joy because of what God has done 
for them.  This has happened in times of revival (compare Wesley’s hymn line “and 
leap you lame for joy” in “O for a thousand tongues” [though, for some strange 
reason, this verse is not in Praise!]), and we are not to follow Michal in despising this. 
Psalm 149:3 says this may happen but this is not a normal part of worship.  Plus the 
person who wants to dance for joy would need to consider “does this build up my 
Christian family?”. 

2) And whatever you do, including dance, wherever you are, you are to do it for the 
praise and honour of the Lord (compare Colossians 3:17) because Psalm 150 is 
speaking about praising the Lord in “his sanctuary; and his mighty heavens!”.  That the 
scene of the Psalm is wider than temple worship is also shown by the fact that 
tambourine and flute were not used in temple worship (which was limited to cymbals, 
harps, lyres and trumpets - 1 Chronicles 16:4,5 & 2 Chronicles 29:5,6). 

 
It also needs to be noted that the dance referred to in the Bible is very different from disco 
dancing or performance dance such as ballet or ballroom dancing.  Rather the Hebrew 
words for dance indicate it is spontaneous rotating, leaping, and skipping for joy – this is not 
debased in any way and probably the nearest equivalent we have would be spontaneous 
line dancing!  Moreover, it seems to be single sex dance. 


