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He who answers a matter before he hears it, it is folly and shame to him. [Prov 18:13] 

O God, why have You cast us off forever? Why does Your anger smoke against the sheep of Your pasture?   

Remember Your congregation, which You have purchased of old, the tribe of Your inheritance, which You have 

redeemed— this Mount Zion where You have dwelt. Lift up Your feet to the perpetual desolations. The enemy has 

damaged everything in the sanctuary. Your enemies roar in the midst of Your meeting place; they set up their 

banners for signs. They seem like men who lift up axes among the thick trees. [Ps 74:1-5] 

What is there now to do? It is to have songs not only honest, but also holy, which will be like spurs to incite us to pray 

to and praise God, and to meditate upon his works in order to love, fear, honour and glorify him. Moreover, that 

which St. Augustine has said is true, that no one is able to sing things worthy of God except that which he has 

received from him. Therefore, when we have looked thoroughly, and searched here and there, we shall not find better 

songs nor more fitting for the purpose, than the Psalms of David, which the Holy Spirit spoke and made through him. 

And moreover, when we sing them, we are certain that God puts in our mouths these, as if he himself were singing in 

us to exalt his glory. Wherefore Chrysostom exhorts, as well as the men, the women and the little children to 

accustom themselves to singing them, in order that this may be a sort of meditation to associate themselves with the 

company of the angels. [John Calvin – Preface to the Psalter] 

Abstract 

It seems odd to this poor pilgrim to be drafting this article over three years after having worked long and hard to 

craft a new version of the Psalter – psalter21.com.  What I write here will be a mixture of personal testimony &, 

hopefully, a careful exposition of the Scriptures together with a brief look at historical precedent for the position to 

which, I confess, I have arrived at only relatively recently – i.e. (i) that Psalm singing ought to dominate the public 

worship of God, (ii) that only those other ‘songs’ essentially found within Scripture may supplement Psalm singing & 

consequently, (iii) traditional hymn singing generally & contemporary so called ‘worship songs’ ought to be rejected 

within Christian Church services, being unsanctioned by the Divine will.   

Introduction 

We live in perilous and confounding times.  Perilous because it seems obvious that the national life is under God’s 

judgement (the national debt is out of control; abortion and pornography are widespread, the traditional family unit 

is under siege, Darwinism & postmodernism dominate academia, liberal neo-Marxism subtly controls ‘mainstream’ 

political spin, etc) and confounding because the Christian Church, by and large, has NOTHING temporally pertinent 

to say in response.  Surely too, the Christian Church is under God’s judgement.  It is hopelessly splintered & 

doctrinally simplistic; it fails to identify righteousness with God’s Law; by and large it preaches spirituality 

EXCLUSIVELY as an existential life-style choice; it utterly fails to comprehend biblically the civil realm & the National 

Government’s responsibility to promote biblical reconstruction of fallen human culture, etc.).  Psalm 79 accurately 

depicts the world’s scornful appraisal of the Church & its decimation of its proper influence & vocation.   

“O God, the nations have come into Your inheritance; Your holy temple they have defiled; they have laid 

Jerusalem in heaps. The dead bodies of Your servants they have given as food for the birds of the heavens, the 

flesh of Your saints to the beasts of the earth. Their blood they have shed like water all around Jerusalem, and 

there was no one to bury them. We have become a reproach to our neighbours, a scorn and derision to those 

who are around us.” 

When, over 20 years ago, I sought to comprehend something of these problems, I found myself wrestling with 

Francis Schaeffer’s writings.  Schaeffer helpfully identified the tendency of the Church in the closing years of the 20th 

century to settle for a dualistic notion of God’s kingdom (upper storey & lower storey) in which spiritual (grace) 

concerns were effectively restricted to Sunday mornings & Wednesday nights (the local Church prayer meeting!).  

Helpful, but not entirely clear nor rigorous in the formulation of a Biblical solution.  At last I stumbled upon a more 

holistic approach to spirituality advocated by Francis Nigel Lee who in turn pointed me to the scholarly writings of 

Van Til, Bahnsen, Rushdoony et al.  Joe Boot’s recent (excellent) book, ‘The Mission of God’ helpfully updates their 



collective analysis of (i) what’s wrong with contemporary shallow & superficial notions of ‘evangelical mission’ & (ii) 

how the Reformers & our Puritan forbears addressed similar issues back in their own day.   

Thus, having been schooled by extensive exposure to Van Til, Rushdoony, Bahnsen & Francis Nigel-Lee I found 

myself, like the Psalmist with fire in my bones & with the tongue/pen of a ready writer (Ps 39:3 & 45:1).  I hope that 

my own meagre efforts resonate with their collective burden for the world-wide Christian Church to advance not 

merely a privatised ‘life & fire insurance policy’ gospel (pietism) but rather a full-orbed vision of a NOW exalted 

Christ steadily subduing ALL His enemies in accordance with the Great Commission & the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6).  I 

perceived these ‘crown-rights’ of Christ everywhere throughout the Book of Psalms and so it was a natural 

development to see whether I might promote the singing – and thereby – the theology(!) of the Psalms in formal 

Church worship.  I was prepared to be patient, hence I named my project Psalter21 – a new rendering of the psalms 

for the 21st century.  I am qualified (degree level) in music & found that I was able to compose new melodies.  

Although a number of qualified experts & professional musicians have kindly endorsed the music I am quite open to 

the lyrics I have crafted being set to alternative tunes, etc. 

Personal experience however over several years has taught me that there exists substantially no real appetite for the 

sort of radical ‘New Puritanism’ advocated by Joe Boot et al.  Regrettably, we (the wider Christian Church) seem to 

be locked into a sort of spiritually cocooned sub-culture.  The New Calvinist movement that I have generally found 

myself part of is dominated by baptistic (individualistic) pietism (see above) ably led by otherwise good men – J 

Piper, D Carson, T Keller, J White, et al, but I have yet to hear them COLLECTIVELY affirm the relevance of God’s Law 

as a remedy for contemporary cultural ills and the (postmillennial) subjugation of all of life (Church, Family, School 

and State) under Christ’s PRESENT rule and reign.   

I am ashamed to admit that I have stalled until now to apply the Law of God to perhaps the most obvious & arguably 

the most important area of human life, viz the worship of God Himself!  Having only briefly looked into the matter 

more closely I have come to see that there exists simple & plain theological, historical, logical & Confessional warrant 

for advocating what I set out briefly by way of introduction: namely,  

A. that Psalm singing ought to dominate the public worship of God,  

B. that only those other ‘songs’ essentially found within Scripture may supplement Psalm singing & 

consequently,  

C. traditional hymn singing generally & contemporary so called ‘worship songs’ ought to be rejected within 

Christian Church services.   

Others far more able & competent than me have covered this territory.  But let me attempt to summarise perhaps & 

state succinctly their argument(s).  It is my humble prayer & desire before Christ Jesus my Sovereign that my own 

family & close friends might hear & weigh carefully for themselves these words before rejecting them out of hand.  

For, “He who answers a matter before he hears it, it is folly and shame to him”. [Prov 18:13]  I acknowledge the 

following in particular for their helpful writing: GI Williamson; Daniel Ritchie, John Calvin, Brian Schwertley, Matthew 

Henry and various others in setting this out.   

To save me a great deal of time, I will reference & summarise the argumentation presented by a few individuals.  

First, let me point you my reader to THIS ARTICLE written by GI Williamson back in 2001.  In it Williamson argues, 

• for the Regulative Principle in Worship (RPW) – the application of ‘Sola Scriptura’ to worship – i.e. that only 

that worship is acceptable to God that He specifically sanctions.  Thus, we are not free to worship God as we 

prefer but must do so precisely as He has decreed within the limits and restrictions He has supplied. 

• The Christian Church is the final ‘earthly temple’ built on an Apostolic Foundation (1Cor 3:10-13) 

• “I know how difficult it is to persuade the world that God disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly 

sanctioned by his Word.” [John Calvin] 

• The glory of God was Calvin’s supreme concern; after that came the welfare of sinners. Hence the priority he 

gave to the mode in which God is to be worshiped—a priority fully maintained in virtually all the great 

Reformed Catechisms and Confessions. 

• Authentic Reformation traditional practice was either (i) exclusive psalmody OR (ii) overwhelmingly 

(predominantly) psalmody 

• Hymns derived explicitly from Scripture passages are legitimate (minor) supplements 

http://www.reformedprescambridge.com/articles/ICRC_RPW_Final.pdf


• Christ’s singing of a Psalm while inaugurating NT ordinances is significant!  It demonstrates the continuity of 

the Covenant of Grace across both Testaments.  The introductory quote from Calvin implies that the Psalms 

are full of Christ without mentioning His Name once explicitly. 

• The apostle Paul wrote no new songs; rather he instructed both the Ephesians and the Colossians to sing the 

spiritual psalms, hymns and songs that they already had.  The proposition that he did is an argument from 

silence. 

• The argument that new eras of redemptive revelation always bring forth new songs of praise is contrary to 

historical fact. 

• The singing of the one hundred and fifty inspired psalms has been eclipsed by the singing of hundreds of 

uninspired songs/hymns. 

In a second article (see HERE), the same author expounds more thoroughly the Biblical warrant for the fact that 

there is a regulative principle taught in the Bible, and what that principle means – i.e. how it ought to be applied 

today, in our churches.  Williamson argues cogently that, (i) in the Old Testament 

• Abel offered what God was pleased to accept, whereas Cain did not. (Gen 4) 

• Cain's was not willing to limit himself to worship that had God's approval. 

• In the first commandment God declares himself to be the only true God, who alone ought to be worshipped. 

In the second He informs us of "the kind of worship with which he ought to be honoured, that we may not 

dare to form any carnal conceptions of him." [Calvin] 

• It is no exaggeration to say that every aspect of the construction of the tabernacle was prescribed by God, 

and that nothing was left to man's imagination (Ex. 31:2-11).  By this God instructs us that we are to be 

wholly subject to the Divine decree as we draw near to Him as His fallen yet redeemed creatures. 

• What was true of the Tabernacle is also true of the more elaborate Temple. Nothing was left to man's 

innovation. 

• Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron died when "fire went out from the Lord and devoured them" (Lev. 10:2). 

But why did this dreadful thing happen? Not because they were insincere or lacked 'good intentions'; rather 

because they "offered strange fire before the Lord, which he had not commanded" (v. 1)  

• Likewise king Saul had no authority from God to partake of the priestly office (I Sam. 13:11ff.). Yet he 

claimed that -- because of the pressure of circumstance -- he "felt compelled to offer the burnt offering" at 

Gilgal (v. 12) For acting presumptuously in worship God took the kingdom from him. 

• Uzzah, who put out his hand to steady the ark in order to keep it from falling, was struck down for his 

irreverence" (II Sam. 6:7). David explained later on - "we did not inquire of [God] about how to do it in the 

prescribed way" (I Chron. 15:13). It happened, in other words, because they failed to limit themselves to 

what God had expressly commanded. 

• King Jeroboam is notorious for being the one who "caused Israel to sin".  In order to consolidate his hold on 

the ten tribes that rebelled against the house of David he "appointed " or "instituted" worship of "his own 

choosing" (I Kings 12:32-33).  

• King Uzziah sinned when he “entered the temple of the Lord to burn incense on the altar" (II Chron. 26:16) 

and was instantly smitten with leprosy, as a sign of God's judgment. Again, it is clear that what is not 

commanded by God is an abomination to him. 

• Why was king Ahaz condemned when he "burned sacrifices in the Valley of Ben Hinnom and sacrificed his 

sons in the fire, following the detestable ways of the nations " (II Chron. 28:3)? Scripture tells us plainly for 

pursuing "something I did not command nor did it enter my mind" (Jer. 7:31) 

…. And (ii) in the New Testament 

• Jesus denounced the Scribes and Pharisees because they had "a fine way of setting aside the commands of 

God for their own traditions" (Mark. 7:9). Because of this, Jesus said: "These people honour me with their 

lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain: their teachings are but rules taught by men." 

(Mark. 7:6-7, quoted from Jer. 29:13) 

• Jesus invoked the regulative principle with the Samaritan woman (John 4:22-26). Here, Calvin points out, 

our Lord "divides the subject into two parts. First, he condemns the forms of worshipping God which the 

Samaritans used as superstitious and false, and declares that the acceptable and lawful form was with the 

http://www.westminsterconfession.org/worship/the-scriptural-regulative-principle-of-worship.php


Jews. And he puts the reason for the difference that the Jews received assurance from the Word of God 

about his worship, whereas the Samaritans had no certainty from God's lips. Secondly, he declares that the 

ceremonies observed by the Jews hitherto would soon be ended." Calvin drew this conclusion: "all so-called 

good intentions are struck by this thunderbolt, which tells us that men can do nothing but err when they are 

guided by their own opinion without the Word or command of God."  

• The regulative principle is clearly implied in the Great Commission. . . teaching them to obey everything I 

have commanded you" (Matt. 28:18-20). In the words of Calvin, "he sends away the Apostles with this 

reservation, that they shall not bring forward their own inventions, but shall purely and faithfully deliver, 

from hand to hand (as we say), what he has entrusted to them." NB these words apply to the whole of life 

including (and especially) the worship He has commanded. 

Summary 

The first table of Law (1-4) commends the second table of the Law of God (5-10).  Obedience to God is pre-eminent 

for ‘to obey is better than sacrifice’ (1Sam 15:22).  The first four commands constrain  

1: the scope of authentic worship – we are to worship God only; all other deities are idols and are to be rejected as 

figments of autonomous (human) thought. 

2: the nature/mode of authentic worship – it is this precept which concerns us here.  The ‘fashioning of an idol’ is a 

euphemism for the manufacture of a mode of worship more suitable to our personal taste and preference.   

3: the attitude/manner of authentic worship – we are to worship God with true humility, reverence & awe.  The 

prevalence for coffee, refreshments and comfort breaks, etc. are wholly misplaced. Formal, collective worship 

takes us with Moses onto ‘hallowed ground’.  Our failure to recognise & duly respect the solemnity of the 

occasion (casual humour, flippant comments, indiscretion & carelessness in our verbal expressions, etc.) must 

inevitably bring us under God’s temporal (not necessarily eternal) judgement.  [See 1 Cor 14:27-32] 

4: the duty and frequency of worship – we are to observe the weekly Sabbath and to turn aside from our regular 

weekly work & employment.  The whole Day is to be spent promoting our walk with the Lord allowing for 

works of piety, mercy & necessity.  Old Testament supplementary (Jewish ceremonial) Sabbaths & New Moons 

have been superseded by the simplicity of NT observance. 

Thus God has supplied us with the ‘who, where, how, when’ in order to demarcate true worship from that which is 

spurious! Moreover, God has supplied us with a hymn book within Scripture itself! 

By way of supplementary personal thoughts & considerations let me add, from my own musings, that in the Psalms: 

• The Law of God is properly extolled 

• An international anti-Christian conspiracy is exposed 

• God's wisdom and sovereignty in creation is duly celebrated  

• God's providence in ancient, recent and present HISTORY is acknowledged and celebrated  

• The (postmillennial) victory of God's kingdom is plainly celebrated and anticipated throughout  

• the importance of civil (kingly) righteousness is rehearsed  

• Corporate national repentance is prompted  

• The covenant faithfulness of God is rehearsed  

• The normality of hostility from within (sin) and persecution from without (the ungodly) is rehearsed  

• True spirituality as it is exhibited in holy sentiment is portrayed 

• The law of God as a centrality constraining influence in all of our lives is magnified 

To abbreviate this analysis let me contrast (doubtless unfairly!) the first 15 psalms with 15 hymns & modern songs 

selected most recently for worship at one representative Church 

First, a brief survey of Psalms 1-15: 

• ps 1 - the Law of God is duly exalted & recommended for daily meditation 

• ps 2 - the enmity between Christ (the Seed of the woman) & the seed of Satan is highlighted; the coronation 

& worldwide domination of Christ via the gospel is proclaimed 



• ps 3 - various subtle dangers and betrayal close to home is acknowledged 

• ps 4 - passion, purity, guilelessness and integrity are commended 

• ps 5 - the providential overthrow of hypocrisy and deceit is anticipated 

• ps 6 - the intensity of godly sorrow together with the aspiration for the overthrow of the wicked is rehearsed 

• ps 7-  the covenant promise of God to bless & prosper His own people & to bring all covenant breakers 

under temporal (& eternal) judgement is petitioned 

• ps 8 - the glory of God in creation & providence is magnified; the subjugation of the world under mankind as 

His viceregent is celebrated 

• ps 9 – the overruling providence of God in maintaining the earth under His just governance is declared; the 

temporal & eternal destruction of the wicked is anticipated & praised; the ultimate triumph of Creator over 

His creatures is assured 

• ps 10 – the pride & comfort of the wicked is temporary; the earth is to be cleansed of the wicked so that the 

righteous might prevail! 

• Ps 11 – mankind in general & the saints of God in particular are on probation; God will bless & prosper the 

godly and overthrow the wicked 

• Ps 12 – the wicked are exceedingly crafty & deceitful; at times the righteous may seem overwhelmed & 

subdued; but God keeps His own secure 

• Ps 13 – the righteous are at times overwhelmed by tribulation; yet God’s special revelation & Holy Spirit 

comfort him & even induce him to sing joyfully to God 

• Ps 14 – the generality of mankind are godless & steeped in folly & corruption; true saints are targeted by the 

world; the final chapter of earth history will be glorious 

• Ps 15 – the cultivation of a godly spirit & temperament together with a proper hatred for wickedness will 

find a rich reward from the Lord 

Second, a brief survey of the thematic content of one actual Church’s recent worship: 

• Lord You Were Rich Beyond All Splendour – the humility of Christ (Saviour & King) in His incarnation to save 

man by His eternal plan; keep us pure & true 

• A Debtor to Mercy Alone – a celebration of the imputed righteousness of Christ by grace alone; therefore the 

impossibility of Divine judgement; the eternal security of the Christian 

• My Jesus, My Saviour – The Saviour Jesus is unique and so is to be ever praised; all the earth is invited to sing 

Him praise along with creation; the pledge of eternal security is without comparison 

• Who O Lord Could Save Themselves – none could save himself, grace surpasses human shame; Christ rescued 

us from death & so, alone, is to be praised; the love of God exceeded the gulf between ourselves & God 

• There's a Place (Because of You) – our hope is heaven, a city beyond time, with dancing & sight of the Lamb 

because of Christ’s redemption (blood); there suffering will cease, for our sins are washed away; there joy & 

gladness with wine & a wedding will ensue 

• From Heaven You Came – Christ was made incarnate to serve and redeem us; we’re to follow Him daily; in 

obedience to God Jesus in His passion bore our sorrow/sin; now we’re to serve Him as Lord by serving one 

another 

• The Church's One Foundation – The Church is Jesus’ new creation bought by the blood of Christ, comprising 

an international elect unit pursuing one hope; the world sees her divided; the present darkness in which she 

waits, will give way to light when finally she rests from tribulation together with all past saints who, having 

died, are at rest  

• Love Divine – Jesus, God’s love, come into our trembling hearts; By Your Holy Spirit replace our troubled 

hearts with rest; liberate our hearts from the love of sinning; give us Your life as we ever worship You; re-

make us spotless, sanctified, fitted for heaven 

• Come People of the Risen King – Let Christians praise the risen King, who is gathering in children, in unity; let 

both the joyful & sorrowful be sustained by the hope of peace; come young, old, men and women, find 

riches in His Truth & His universality 

• Bless the Lord O My Soul – let my soul praise God’s holy Name every day whatever happens; God is rich in 

love, slow to anger; there are thousands of reasons to worship God; when my life is over I’ll still praise God 

for ever 



• Oh to See the Dawn – O to have witnessed Christ’s passion where Jesus bore our sin/judgement to forgive 

us; Jesus was our substitute; in that dark hour death was destroyed; I personally am saved 

• Blessed Assurance – Jesus is mine as a pledge of heaven; He’s my Saviour so I praise Him always; I am 

perfectly happy, heaven breaks through daily while I wait for heaven filled with His benevolence 

• Jesus Hope of the Nations – Jesus is the hope of all nations, comforting the sorrowful, supplying heavenly 

hope on earth; He is light & truth, breaking the chains (of sin) by His resurrection; He is hope and a strong 

foundation; He conquers fear, draws us near to receive freely from Him 

• By Faith – Creation reveals God’s hand, so do faithful Christians; the patriarchs living by faith perceived God’s 

future kingdom of peace and justice; we are children of that same promise, fixing our eyes on Jesus till the 

race is finished; Jesus’ redemption was prophesied throughout the OT; now the Church responds by 

preaching the gospel throughout the earth; the Name of Christ can now move mountains;  

• When Morning Gilds the Skies – In the morning our hearts praise Jesus; may all we say & do praise Jesus; 

angels praise Christ, so we should too; Let all the earth praise Jesus; let our last thought/act be to praise 

Jesus.  When we do, all is well for this will be our eternal activity. 

Now, having unpacked the thematic content briefly - & without doubt a little unsatisfactorily – let us notice (a) that 

there is much that is wholesome & true in the uninspired hymns/songs (b) there is a heavy focus on the explicit work 

of redemption (incarnation, substitutionary atonement, resurrection, etc).  Plainly there is much commendable truth 

bound up in the songs/hymns.  However, it is noticeable that what is taken for granted throughout GENERALLY is the 

prevailing pietistic worldview which has come down to us over recent centuries and which, I reckon, represents a 

dilution & compromise of the full-orbed ‘gospel of the kingdom’ as described for example by Jeff Durbin here.  By 

contrast, and with relatively rare mention of the MEANS of redemption, the Psalter is generally more preoccupied 

with the present struggle of ‘covenant keepers’ within the temporal theatre of the created order in which God’s 

purpose (His kingdom) will finally triumph and ‘covenant breakers’ will be judged/removed.  The whole earth is to be 

renovated in time in preparation for eternity!   

Notwithstanding the glorious details of the redemptive work of Christ on the cross, etc, perhaps God wants us to 

SING and thereby constantly remind ourselves of eschatological victory.  Why must we think ourselves wiser than 

God?  We may of course legitimately see the cross work of Christ in the psalms but what is more, it seems to me, to 

the fore is His work NOW and throughout HISTORY of conquest over the recalcitrant kings of the earth who 

conspiratorially seek to subvert His rightful rule in TIME.  We, as His saints, are inextricably caught up in that invisible 

cosmic struggle.  But throughout the Psalms we are reassured again and again we are on the winning side.  Victory is 

certain.  Moreover, temporal defeat NOW may well be providentially significant.  Have we betrayed our trust?  Are 

we now suffering the consequential ‘curses’ of the covenantal oath??  Is corporate repentance more the order of the 

day than the vain praises of our lips? 

Whether or not my perception of the thematic differences between contemporary gospel praise of hymns/songs and 

the Psalter is quite accurate, surely God is to be respected as the one whose right it is to determine just HOW we 

ought to express ourselves in sung worship.  He is Lord.  St Paul instructs us to bring EVERY THOUGHT into captivity 

to Christ.  Why not then this thought?  Why should not Jesus Christ – the PRIMARY author of the Psalter – dictate the 

thematic content of our sung worship?  Let us hear His provocative question from Luke 6:46 > “Why do you call Me 

Lord, Lord and do not what I say?”   

Brian Schwertley (citing Michael Bushel occasionally) offers a more robust defence of Christology & Theology in 

general presented to us in the Psalms. He writes,  

The Psalter reveals such a clear portrait of Christ and His work that any suggestion that they are inadequate in 

their exposition of Christ’s work shows a lack of understanding regarding their content. The Psalms teach 

Christ’s divinity (Ps. 45:6; 110:1), His eternal sonship (Ps. 2:7), His incarnation (Ps. 8:5; 40:7-9), His mediatorial 

offices as Prophet (Ps. 40:9-10), Priest (Ps. 110:4), and King (Ps. 2:7-12; 22:28; 45:6; 72; 110:1). The Psalms give 

us Spirit-inspired details regarding Christ’s betrayal (Ps. 41:9), His agony in the garden (Ps. 22:2); His trial (Ps. 

35:11), His rejection (Ps. 22:6; 118:22), His crucifixion (Ps. 22; 69), His burial and resurrection (Ps. 16:9-11), His 

ascension (Ps. 24:7-10; 47:5; 68:18), and His second coming and judgment (Ps. 50:3-4; 98:6-9). They also tell us 

of the victory of Christ’s kingdom (Ps. 2:6-12; 45:6 ff.). Some Psalms reveal so much vital information regarding 

Christ’s person and work that they are called messianic Psalms (Ps. 2, 8, 16, 22, 40, 45, 69, 72, 110). The Psalms 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYk-JgOaX1s


are a treasure house of biblical doctrine. One can learn more about God from the Psalter than a hundred 

hymnals. The Psalms tell us about: God’s self-existence (Ps. 94:8; cf. 33:11; 115:3), His absolute perfection (Ps. 

145:3), His immutability (Ps. 102:26-28), His eternality (Ps. 90:3; 102:12), His omnipresence (Ps. 139:7-10), His 

omniscience (Ps. 94:9; cf. 1:6; 37:18; 119:168; 81:14, 15; 139:1-4), His omnipotence (Ps. 115:3), His veracity 

(Ps. 25:10; 31:6), His sovereignty (Ps. 22:28; 47:2, 3, 7, 8; 50:10-12; 95:3-5; 115:3; 135:5-6; 145:11-73), His 

wisdom (Ps. 19:1-7; 33:10, 11; 104:1-34), His goodness (Ps. 36:6, 9; 104:21; 145:9, 15, 16), His mercy (Ps. 136; 

86:5; 145:9), His longsuffering nature (Ps. 86:15), His holiness (Ps. 22:3; 33:21; 51:11; 71:22; 78:41; 89:18-19; 

98:1; 99:3, 5, 9; 103:1; 105:3; 106:47; 111:9, etc.), His righteousness (Ps. 119:137, etc.), His remunerative 

justice (Ps. 58:12). The Psalms teach that God is the creator (Ps. 89:47; 90:2; 96:5; 102:25; 104), and the Savior 

(Ps. 19:14; 28:35; 106:21). They teach His providence (Ps. 22:28; 104:14; 104), His hatred of sin (Ps. 5:4; 11:5), 

His punishment of the wicked (Ps. 7:12, 13; 11:6), and His chastening of His people (Ps. 6:1; 94:12; 118:18, 

etc.). The Psalms contain a theological balance and fullness that is astounding. From the Psalter we learn of 

general and special revelation (Ps. 19:1-2; 103:7), original sin (Ps. 51:5), total depravity and the universality of 

sin (Ps. 14:1-3; 53:1-3), justification by faith and the free remission of sins (Ps. 32:1 ff.; 51:1-5; 103:1-13; 106; 

130:4; 143:2), repentance (Ps. 51:1-4; 39), kingdom victory (Ps. 2, 45, 46:7-11, 47, 72), and the judgment of the 

wicked and the blessing of the righteous (Ps. 9:16; 37:28; 59:13; 73:26-27). The Psalter informs us that the 

gospel will go to all nations (Ps. 67:1-7; 72:6-17; 87:4-6; 98:1-9; 106:5; 148:11). The Psalter recognizes the 

reality of sanctification, on the one hand, but never loses sight, on the other, of man’s inherent depravity. Side 

by side with emphatic assertions of personal integrity (e.g., 7:3 ff, 17:1 ff, 18:20 ff; 26:1 ff; cf. Acts 20:26 ff; 

23:1; etc.) one finds the fullest recognition of personal sinfulness (51:5; 69:5), of man’s inability to justify 

himself before God (130:3ff; 143:2), of his need of pardon and cleansing and renewal (32:1; 65:3), of his 

dependence on God for preservation from sin (19:12 ff.), of the barrier which sin erects between him and God 

(66:18; 50:16); as well as the strongest expressions of absolute self-surrender and dependence on God and 

entire trust in Him.” 

Pertinently, Bushel remarks, 

The Lord has given to us in Scripture a whole book of inspired psalms and then has commanded us to ‘sing 

psalms.’ Quite apart from the question of whether or not we may sing other songs in worship, is it not the 

height of foolishness and impiety to stare the Lord in the face, as it were, and insist that we have no obligation 

to sing the particular psalms that He has been gracious enough to place in our hands?… 

Brian Schwertley here notes (astonishingly!) that historically, 

Today exclusive Psalmody is so rare among churches that many people have never heard of it or encountered 

it. When some people do encounter it, they often think it is odd, antiquated, and dull. What most Christians do 

not know is that at one time most churches practiced exclusive Psalmody. During the sixteenth, seventeenth, 

and most of the eighteenth centuries, the book of Psalms was used as the only manual of praise in Reformed 

and Presbyterian churches. The Calvinistic Reformers, Scottish Presbyterians, French Huguenots, Dutch 

Reformed and English and American Puritans were biblically correct then in maintaining exclusive Psalmody.i 

Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 

These passages are important because they are used as proof texts by both exclusive Psalm singers and those who 

use uninspired hymns in worship. Paul writes, “And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled 

with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your 

heart to the Lord” (Eph. 5:18-19). “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing 

one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Col. 3:16).  

Schwertley comments,  

We should not make the common mistake of importing our modern meaning or usage of a word, such as 

hymn, into what Paul wrote over nineteen hundred years ago. ‘Psalms,’ ‘hymns’ and ‘songs,’ were biblical 

terms for psalms in the book of psalms itself. To ignore how Paul’s audience would have understood these 

terms and how these terms are defined by the Bible; and then instead to import non-biblical modern meanings 

into these terms is exegetical malpractice. It was a common literary method among the ancient Jews to use a 

triadic form of expression to express a single idea, act, or object.ii 

http://www.reformedonline.com/uploads/1/5/0/3/15030584/exclusive_psalmody.pdf


Martin Luther described the Psalms as “a book which comprehends most beautifully and briefly everything that is in 

the entire Bible”.  Likewise, Calvin conceived of its contents as “an anatomy of all parts of the soul; a book which is a 

compendium of all divinity.”   

What does Matthew Henry say regarding Psalm singing and primitive Church practice? 

The celebrated theologian & commentator Matthew Henry composed ninety hymns which were overwhelmingly 

crafted from the Book of Psalms.  They are tightly referenced and thematically organised for devotional use.  In his 

own introduction, he comments: 

“My design ….is to promote the singing of psalms in families as a part of their daily worship especially their Sabbath 

worship an exercise which however it be now with other instances of the warmest devotion sadly disused yet was 

anciently practised by the generality of serious Christians who thus turned their houses into churches such as St Paul 

speaks of Rom 16v5; Col 4v15 and Phil 2 by praising God together and by teaching and admonishing one another in 

singing of psalms.  

The sound of this melody was not only heard in (primitive) solemn assemblies where it appears by many passages 

particularly which Pliny gives to Trojan of the Christians (Epistle I:10) to have been a considerable part of their public 

worship but in their private houses also where it seems to have been common to sing psalms with the family 

especially at and after their meals - a practice commended by Clemens Alexandrinus and by Chrysostom - which 

made the psalms so familiar to them that as Jerome tells us, “in the place where he lived you could not go into the 

field but you should hear the ploughmen and the mowers and the vine dressers thus employed singing psalms at the 

sober banquet, etc.  The sober feast resounds with psalms says Cyprian.  

Mr Quick in the Introduction to his Synodicon tells us (Vol I: p5) that the singing of Psalms in families, even those of 

the best rank not only at their morning and evening worship but at their meals, conduced very much to the strength 

and growth of the reformed religion in France in its first and best days.  And the title page of our “Old English 

Translation of the Psalms into Metre” set forth and allowed at the beginning of our reformation in Edward the VIth's 

time recommends them to be sung in private houses for their godly solace and comfort.  And how the houses of the 

good old protestants were perfumed with this incense daily especially on Lord's days we have heard with our ears 

and our fathers have told us. Gladly therefore would I contribute something toward the revival of this duty in 

Christian families which if they be as they should be - nurseries and seminaries of piety - would certainly embrace this 

as an excellent means of instilling religion betimes into the minds of their little children who as they commonly attend 

most to this duty so they will sooner receive the good impressions of it than of any other and thus out of the mouths 

of babes and sucklings will praise be perfected to the glory of God and strength ordained to the comfort of families.  

For this purpose were the psalms set to music that the sprightly period of youth might be entertained and 

exhilarated. What shall I say then to persuade masters of families who have hitherto neglected their duty to begin it 

now. Better late than never! The experience of many who make conscience of it will testify both the sweetness and 

profit of it. If psalms were more sung in families they would be better sung in congregations. Let none plead want of 

time as an excuse, for how can time be spent better than in praising God? 

Conclusion 

Let me conclude then with a final thought that we find ourselves in this unhappy circumstance in history due in part 

to a capitulation traced out by far more competent scholars than this one which has impoverished the contemporary 

Christian Church beyond measure.  What is that?  I say it is the loss of Covenantal Theology & Covenantal thought in 

general.  Ray Sutton has helpfully sought to recover the covenantal character of God’s dealings with His people in his 

excellent book: ‘That You May Prosper’.  Study of his work is highly commended.   

The sad consequence for the Church today is a BAPTISTIC, privatised ‘existential’ spirituality that predominantly 

focuses upon soul salvation and readiness for heaven beyond the grave.  Even NT Wright rightly deplores this notion.  

Consequently, there is a loss of esteem among the Lord’s people for the Old Testament.  Many saints have barely 

ever read through their Bibles & too many are biblically illiterate.  We must recover the full-orbed version of ‘The 

Gospel of the Kingdom’.  I’ll give the last word to Brian Schwertley has furnished the 21st century Church with some 

outstanding polemic analysis (like Dabney & Warfield et al) in which he characteristically leaves no stone unturned! 



A common objection to the sufficiency of the Psalter is that the new covenant church should not rely solely 

upon a book of praise that uses types, symbols, and prophecies to describe the work of Christ. When we 

consider that we now have a completed canon in which the types, symbols, and prophecies are interpreted and 

fully understood, this objection has no merit. It is absurd to suggest that at the precise moment when the 

Psalter can be fully understood and be even more edifying for the people of God that it is no longer sufficient. 

The Psalms are much more useful with the New Testament than without it. “Our belief in the sufficiency of the 

Psalter for New Testament worship is in large part a consequence of our understanding of the organic 

connection that exists between the two Testaments. They proclaim the same Gospel, exalt the same Christ, and 

confirm the same covenant (Gal. 3:6-18; Rom. 4:9-25), and it is in no wise inconceivable that they should enjoin 

the use of the same Psalter in worship.” 

                                                           
i Exclusive Psalmody: A Biblical Defense 
ii Exclusive Psalmody: A Biblical Defense 


