Christian Music

Now let’s assume…

It has been said that, “Culture is what we do without thinking”. Christian music has existed in keeping with that very definition of culture, in that assumptions have been made about Christian music that are transferred from the culture without thinking. In order for us to begin to recognize what is assumed, and may have been put into place without specific thought, let’s take a look at some typical unverified assumptions in the Christian music realm:

· Christian music is worship music
· A primary consideration in Christian music is how it makes me feel
· Old hymns are best because they have continuity with the past, being time-tested
· New songs are best because they connect with and speak to the present culture
· As long as the music helps me focus on my faith, it’s got to be a good thing
There is also the question of whether the Christian music leads or follows in our lives. To what extent does it have an impact on how we live, and act as a source of our living or is there an understood purpose for the Christian music that directs our decisions for listening and involvement in the music? Is there a line to be drawn between Christian music and non-Christian music, and what should the Christian’s view of any such distinction be? Which music should we embrace, and which should we shun, if any?

What Makes Music Christian?

As it turns out the genre of music isn’t particularly useful in telling us that a song is “Christian.” Ballads, organ pieces, and harpsichords don’t make a song Christian. What makes a song Christian are its motive and its lyrics. The motive should be reflecting a purpose prescribed in the scriptures: teaching, admonishing, meditation, praying and praising [Colossians 3:16; Ephesians 5:19; 1 Corinthians 14:15]. The lyrics need to be reflective of true, biblical doctrine and not just spiritual in nature. When we evaluate the Psalms, for example, we see that the lyrics portrayed reflect a Jewish perspective of theology up until the compilation of the Psalms. We don’t have the music of the songs, but we do have the lyrics. Any number of melodies may have accompanied the music, but the purpose was clear. Consider Psalm 150. What are the who’s, what’s, and where’s prescribed in this text? What are the assumptions about the readers who were reading and singing this text?

Psalm 150

Praise the LORD! 

Praise God in His sanctuary; 

Praise Him in His mighty expanse. 

Praise Him for His mighty deeds; 

Praise Him according to His excellent greatness. 

Praise Him with trumpet sound; 

Praise Him with harp and lyre. 

Praise Him with timbrel and dancing; 

Praise Him with stringed instruments and pipe. 

Praise Him with loud cymbals; 

Praise Him with resounding cymbals. 

Let everything that has breath praise the LORD. 

Praise the LORD!

Christian Music as an Industry

From around the early 1990’s into the later 2000’s the Christian music industry was a thriving, moneymaking machine. Record labels were started, distribution systems were bolstered, and careers were made in singing and playing “Christian Music.” The barrier to entry was that you claimed to be Christian and that someone would pay money for your music. Very little burden of proof was required to help bolster doctrine and many songs about many topics that were heretical, or sketchy, were perpetrated on the consumers’ ears and minds. If it felt good, it must have been good. Given that doctrine was personal and the music companies could not sell albums with doctrinal purity as a criteria or they’d lose money, a lot of junk was churned out. Songs about Jesus and Love and tropes of the guy or gal who were saved from some terrible life filled the airwaves. 

The problem with ministry and industry is that there is a line that often gets blurred and the drive of running a financially lucrative business can cause compromises in theology, which ruins any ministry. Similar to para-church organizations accountability is often lacking and the criteria quickly drops to a lowest common denominator of, “It feels good,” or, “people feel blessed by it.”

Because of the stage and the power that comes in our culture from being a Christian voice the danger of the errant theology gets amplified as those who are tossed by every wave can become tossed by the theology of someone who isn’t grounded in the first place. Artists such as Jars of Clay and Jennifer Knapp have been outspokenly theologically and sociologically liberal and promoted unbiblical things to an audience that respects their position and authority. Just as the author of Hebrews writes in his letter that we should have discernment about what is good and evil: 

But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil. - Hebrews 5:14

Songs are mnemonic devices, but what is memorized should be solid food.

Theology in Christian Music Examined

Lyrics can be examined to evaluate against the doctrine of the scriptures. We can observe poetry and analogy, and theological propositions for quality and truth.

ABSALOM, ABSALOM
(Pierce Pettis)

Come and smear me with the branches

Of that tree

Hyssop dipped in innocent blood

To make me clean

And let an old man's broken bones

Once more rejoice 

Absalom

You were, my little boy

Chorus:

Absalom. Absalom

My son, my son, my son

Caught in the tangles of deceit 

Hanging lifeless from that tree 

Absalom, Absalom

My son. my son, my son

Caught by the tangles of your hair 

The fruit of my own sins to bear Oh, Absalom

You were the laughing boy who bounced 

Upon my knee

You learned to play the harp

And use the shepherd's sling

Always watching me

My impressionable son

Oh Absalom, what have I done

You were watching when I took A good man's wife

And gave the orders for his murder

Just to cover up the crime

All the vanity, cruel arrogance, and greed 

Absalom

You learned it all from me

CREATE IN ME A CLEAN HEART
(From Psalm 51:10)

Create in me a clean heart, O God,

And renew and right spirit within me. (2x)

Cast me not away from Thy presence, O Lord,

And take not Thy Holy Spirit from me.

Restore unto me the joy of Thy salvation,

And renew a right spirit within me.

THE BALLAD OF GIDEON
T’was Friday afternoon

And out in the heat

Gideon was in a winepress 

Beatin’ out wheat, and

He didn’t like hidin’

In that ol’ winepress

But it seemed that Israel 

Was under duress

Well, all of a sudden

Under a big oak

An angel of the Lord came

And here’s what he spoke

He said, “Gideon, the Lord Seen ya’ doin’ pretty well

And He wants you to take back Israel

Well, Gideon wheezed,

And he looked up and said

Are you sure the Lord 

Don’t just want me dead?

‘Cause I’m awful small

And war’s awful rough

Why the whole family’s small

We wouldn’t be enough…

Liberty

Can Christians write and perform and listen to music that is not just about the Bible? Arguably Christian liberty allows for this. Legalism on this topic has divided churches and brothers in Christ. While liberty allows for any number of things, the scriptures encourage us to be setting our minds on things above (3 Cor. 3:1-3; Phil. 4:8). An example: as a music department manager at a Christian bookstore I had to be aware of the musical performers selling songs in the secular arena so that when folks came into the store I was able to recommend Christian alternatives. 

The Role of Music in the Church

Music inside of the church has been divisive, but the scriptures cover a very specific set of functions (as mentioned earlier) and we need to be able to evaluate those functions as well as exercising those and encouraging others to do the same for our sanctification as a body.

Edification of the Saints

Paul writes in both Colossians 3:16 and Ephesians 5:19 that the words to the songs we sing in the body should be used to build one another up with spiritual truths; they should be used to teach. Because of the power to memorize via song we can take in doctrines of God’s character, the life of Christ, and our position in Him and bring to mind the truths carried in the scriptures. This gives us a great chance to use music in a healing, encouraging and edifying way.

Meditation

Psalm 119:15 tells us of the psalmist meditating on the truths of God’s word. The believer is encouraged to consider the truths revealed in the scriptures and evaluate their application in the abiding life. Recalling the Scriptures’ text as song lyrics is one way to review the truths and meditate upon them. This is of course not a reference to pagan or humanistic meditation.

Praise and Worship

Probably the most common way believers think of music within the church, praise and worship is focused on our heavenly relationship. Believers are encouraged to praise the Lord for His character and songs can be a great way to do this. We’re also called to worship Him for His position as God. 

At HHBC songs are picked out based on doctrinal accuracy and if elements of the song don’t reflect scriptural truth lyrics may be changed. One example of this would be Jesus Paid it All, which includes the line, “All to Him I owe,” in the original. Given that we’ve been bought and the scriptures do not describe a debt (which we could never pay) we have changed the lyric to, “His grace and love to show.” This makes the song worth singing during the service because it brings edification and memorization of proper doctrine instead of a sense of indebtedness and separation.
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