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I. The Psalms as Music 

A. A Text-Only Hymnal: When we encounter the Psalms 
today, we find written texts without musical notations 
(apart from occasional comments about 
instrumentation and official authorization). 
 
1. The Holy Spirit inspired only the text of the Psalms, 

not the music that was originally used with them. 

2. This gives each generation freedom in applying or 
adapting different tunes to the songs. 

B. Musical Indicators: The text of the Psalms include some 
musical references. These include: 

1. Authorizations for the Choir Director to schedule, 
arrange, and perform songs at his discretion in 
sanctuary worship. The phrase “For the Choir 
Director” appears 55 times. 

2. Names of tunes, musical instruments, and voices to 
be used appear in over a dozen psalms (see Pss 4, 5, 
6, 8, 9, 12, 16, 22, 42, 45, 46, 53, etc. ).  

3. The title for the book in our Bibles, “Psalms,” is 
from the Greek word psalmoi which means 
“pluckings of the harp.” (The Hebrew title for the 
book is tehillim, which means “praises.”) 

C. Ceremonial Uses: Some psalms clearly refer to some 
sort of worship ceremony or celebration out of which 
the song grew or for which it was used. Examples: Pss 
24, 45, 118, 122. 

D. Later Uses: During the Intertestamental Period, Judaism 
scheduled the singing of certain psalms at various 
festivals. For instance, Pss 113-118 were traditionally 
sung during the week of Passover. 

1. Ps 114 specifically mentions the exodus, and the 
whole series came to be sung with a view back to 
how God delivered Israel from Egypt. 

2. One of these would have been sung by Jesus and 
the disciples at the Last Supper (Matt 26:30). 

II. Psalms in the New Testament 

A. Inspired Text: The vast majority of references to the 
Psalms in the NT involves authors quoting from them as 
authoritative Scriptures. E.g. Matt 22:41-46 

B. Worship Music. There are a few references to the 
psalms as music which was used in Christian worship.  

1. 1 Corinthians 14:26. Paul urges the church not to 
run over each other in speaking out whatever word 
or song or idea came to their minds. Things must be 
done decently and in order. 

2. Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16. In these twin 
letters, Paul urges the churches at Ephesus and 
Colossae to use a rich combination of Psalms, 
hymns, and spiritual songs as part of Spirit-filled 
worship with a rich concentration on the Gospel. 

III. Distinctions: “Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs” 

A. Psalms = songs from Scripture (particularly from the 
Psalter) 

B. Hymns = songs of praise (whether from the OT or later. 

C. Spiritual Songs = songs on spiritual topics (e.g., 
testimony, trust) 

IV. Exclusive Psalmody? 

A. Psalms have many different types of songs within it.  

1. A large number are hymns of praise. 

2. Perhaps a larger number are spiritual songs about 
prayer, deliverance, thanks, instruction, etc. 

B. Because the Psalms themselves contain both “hymns 
and spiritual songs,” some have argued that Paul meant 
that churches should sing only from the Psalms. 

1. This was the viewpoint of Calvin and Zwingli as part 
of their reaction to the performance-based music in 
the medieval church. 

2. Today there are approximately 30 Presbyterian and 
Reformed denominations around the world which 
have formed partly to maintain exclusive psalmody. 

C. Other Reformed churches have noted that while the 
Psalms are an indispensable part of worship, they do 
not overtly declare the particulars of the Gospel, such 
as the identity of Jesus as the Messiah, the details of the 
Passion, and other truths revealed only in the New 
Testament. 

V. Hymns and Spiritual Songs Today 
 

A. Hymns 

1. Popular Usage: Today, the term “hymn” is 
commonly used for older church songs, the kind 
found in hymnals. But the term “hymn” originally 
referred to any song of praise in public worship. 

2. Etymology: The word “hymn” comes from the 
Greek work hymnos (ὕμνος) which means, “a song 
to praise God/gods or heroes.” 



3. Through History: The nature of Christian hymns 
flexed throughout the centuries, but the term has 
generally referred to songs crafted for use in church 
services (as opposed to songs for personal use). 

a. Technically, any song of praise to God, whether 
traditional or contemporary, could be regarded 
as a hymn. 

b. Examples of hymns of praise (both old & new): 

 

B. Spiritual Songs. These are songs involving personal 
testimony, personal faith & trust, words of counsel, 
evangelism, etc. 

1. The distinction between spiritual songs and hymns 
has nothing to do with whether they are newer of 
older but about their focus. 

2. Often such songs will include elements of praise 
(either directly or indirectly stated), but they are 
not as fixed on praising God’s attributes. 

3. Examples of spiritual songs (whether old or new): 

 

VI. A Sketch of Hymnody throughout Church History 

A. In Antiquity: The early church borrowed some music 
from synagogues (Psalms) but soon began developing 
new music. As time passed into late antiquity, hymns 
were composed mostly to accompany the various 
liturgies which were increasingly in use. 

B. In Medieval Times: Church music became a matter of 
professional performance, and the congregation was 
generally passive. 

1. Carols (from Latin, “to dance in a ring”) were 
popular songs of a religious nature, not intended for 
use in church. Some eventually found their way into 
usage within the church. 

2. The only kind of carols which persist today are 
Christmas carols. 

C. In the Reformation: Luther restored congregational 
singing, translating some Latin hymns and writing many 
new ones. Calvinist & Zwinglian churches chose only to 
sing adaptations of the Psalms. 

D. After the Reformation 

1. Post-reformation hymns focused heavily focused on 
divine attributes and the work of salvation. 
References to people were almost exclusively in the 
plural (and were thus less personal). 

2. In the 1700’s, Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley wrote 
songs of a more devotional and experiential 
perspective (e.g., Watts’s, “When I Survey the 
Wondrous Cross;” and Wesley’s, “And Can It Be that 
I Should Gain …”) 

3. Hymnals did not include musical notes until the 
1850’s. Prior to that hymnals were text-only books 
brought to church from home. 

E. Hymns and Praise Songs 

1. The Second Great Awakening (mid 1800’s) and the 
later Transatlantic Revivals (early 1900’s) witnessed 
the growth of new spiritual songs, often called 
“gospel songs.” 

2. Some gospel songs began as choruses which were 
added to existing hymns (e.g., the chorus “At the 
Cross” was added to Watts’s, “Alas! And Did My 
Savior Bleed”). 

3. The label “praise song” was coined in the latter 
1900’s to distinguish newer songs from older ones, 
including gospel songs. 

4. Many so-called “hymns” today would not have been 
considered such in their own time (“It Is Well with 
My Soul”). 

5. Differences between “traditional” hymns & modern 
praise songs.  

Traditional Hymns Modern Praise Songs 
 

- More dense lyrics 

o Archaic language (KJV) 
o Complex sentences 
o More poetic elements 

(word choice, inverted 
word order, rich imagery, 
allusions) 

- 4-part harmony 

- Instrumentation: organ, piano, 
plus others 
 

 

- Simpler lyrics 
o Modern expressions 
o Simple sentences 
o More repetition 

- Musical bridges plus 
refrains 

- Slower tempo 

- Instrumentation: guitars, 
percussion, keyboards, 
plus others 

VII. Resources 

A. Books 

1. Chris Anderson, Theology that Sticks: The Life-
Changing Power of Exceptional Hymns (2022) 

2. Leland Ryken, 40 Favorite Hymns on the Christian 
Life: A Closer Look at 
Their Spiritual and 
Poetic Meaning (2020) 

B. Podcast: Leland Ryken 
podcast about his book, 40 
Favorite Hymns 

 


