Singing in Worship: What Is Authorized?
by Harry Osborne
All acceptable worship to God must be reverent, sincere and according to the instruction of God. Our singing is a part of that worship and must fulfill those requirements. Thus, our focus in song must be on expressing praise and honor to God from a sincere and humble heart so as to please Him. The singing of psalms, hymns and spiritual songs is not done to prepare us to worship. The singing is worship! We must prepare ourselves before the worship begins to engage in all acts of worship reverently, fervently and lawfully. Leaders need to plan songs for that purpose and be prepared to lead all in the worship designed by God. Let us examine what the Scripture says on the subject of the worship in song authorized by God.
WHAT SHOULD WE SING? Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 use the same terms to describe what we are authorized to sing in worship to God:

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. And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him (Col. 3:16-17).
Psalms. The Old Testament records psalms revealed by inspiration to be sung in worship of God. While some of the psalms recount physical Israel's history and the old covenant law, most express thoughts of praise, glory, honor and devotion to God in words which proclaim the deepest thoughts of man's worship from the heart in a timeless fashion. It is evident that Christians in New Testament times used psalms appropriate to express the reverence always due unto God. Our song books contain numerous examples of such psalms.
Hymns. This word is used to denote a song offering praise unto God. The song "Praise Him! Praise Him!" is an example of a hymn. Numerous other examples of hymns leading us to lift our voices in praise to God can be found.
Spiritual Songs. That which distinguishes a spiritual song is its focus on spiritual themes and reverence to God. Such songs stand in contrast to secular songs we might hear on the radio or in a play. The focus of secular songs may be on anything from ungodly lusts to a patriotic ballad to a humorous twist of words. Whether the words are inherently evil in nature or merely convey a harmless story of human interest, the focus is not spiritual. Spiritual songs are intended to deal with spiritual matters in a spiritual manner. They convey a sense of reverence befitting their purpose to aid in the worship of God. Most of the songs in our books fit into this category. Songs like "Did You Think To Pray?," "Love One Another," "A Soul Winner For Jesus," "Count Your Blessings," and "Take Time To Be Holy" are all examples of spiritual songs.
Now let us ask another question related to this subject: WHY DO WE SING?
To Praise God. As noted earlier, the word "hymns" describes songs designed to lift up praise unto God. Since we are authorized to sing such songs, it is obvious that we sing in order to praise God. Anyone who truly thinks about the greatness, holiness and goodness of God must surely want to praise Him!
To Teach One Another. Colossians 3:16 describes one purpose of singing as "teaching and admonishing one another." This demands that we think about the message of the song ourselves and that we attempt to convey that message to those with whom we worship. When we really think about the meaning of the songs, we will call these songs to mind in the times we think upon such themes just as we think of passages dealing with those themes. Proper songs voice a spiritual truth that teaches us and those around us. Songs which are constructed in a manner that may be pleasing musically, but the words are not intelligible, have no place in scriptural worship.
To Admonish One Another. As noted above, Colossians 3:16 teaches us to both teach and admonish one another through song. The word "admonish" means "to warn, exhort" and may include urging one to take corrective action that may be necessary. As we sing the type of songs authorized by God, we warn our brethren of the tragic consequences of disobedience and exhort them to live acceptably before God.
Songs of a different type or for a different purpose used in worship would be unacceptable as unauthorized worship. Songs that are irreverent in content or manner violate this pattern. "Contemporary worship" of the denominational world encourages the use of pop and rock music influenced by pop culture in their services. Songs which contain a message contrary to Scripture violate the pattern given. Songs designed to appeal to a popular musical style rather than to praise God, teach others and admonish one another violate this pattern. 
The same denominational people, who deemed it acceptable to add instrumental music that God did not command, are now adding the kind of music never authorized in His word. Among some brethren, we see a movement towards what some have called “7-11 songs” – seven words repeated eleven times with more parts than purpose. In the denominational world, a parallel change has been seen in the use of what is often called “contemporary praise” music. It has come to replace traditional psalms, hymns and spiritual songs in their services. When I hear the “contemporary praise” music of the sectarian world, I am caused to wonder if some of our own brethren are on the same path. Yes, the musical orchestration is both moving and impressive, but on what basis? When the attraction and moving nature of our singing is based on musical score, rather than a scriptural message, our pattern is of human innovation, not divine instruction. If we take our focus off of reverent and edifying lyrics, it will not take long before those lyrics begin to express thoughts at odds with the scriptures. Those viewing such warnings as the fears of an old fogy should take a look at the “contemporary praise” music of the denominational world and compare the words to their hymns of a few years ago. The change in thought is striking.

Why do we see a parallel change among some of our own brethren in the Lord’s body? Could it be that some prefer a watered-down message that puts more emphasis on musical aesthetics than content that demands reflection and reverent expression of biblical truths in thoughtful devotion to God? Yes, singing should stir the emotion of the reverent heart, but it must be based on the content of the message, not a pleasing musical score. Misplaced emphasis will result in the same end as our denominational friends have reached – “worship” designed to please men, not show reverence for God. We must always remember that we are not the audience in worship. God is! Our primary purpose in worship should never be to do as we desire, but rather as is pleasing to God. Any effort to change God's will in favor of our personal preferences will not stop at a single step. The process will "grow worse and worse" over time (cf. 2 Tim. 3:13-17).
