
Why We Sing The Psalms 

 

I. The Covenant Setting of These Verses 

Exclusive Psalmody does not rest on a few verses or texts 
isolated from the whole of covenantal history. There are broad 
principles: 

1. Covenant context of worship is that of response to God’s 
grace (Exo. 20:1-2 cf. Matt. 28:20). 

2. The heart of the covenant is “Immanuel.” The church is 
still God’s temple (1 Cor. 3:16-17). 

3. God wrote songs by inspiring human penmen and 
authorized the use of those songs in his worship (2 Sam. 
23:1-2). Note three things about the Psalter that 
demonstrate this: 

i. The Psalter was designed to be sung, as we can see 
from the titles and headings. 

ii. The Psalter was inspired by God and thus, 

iii. The Psalter is authorized as our songbook (Deut. 
12:32). 

4. God’s covenantal law, esp. the 2nd commandment it its 
positive aspect is that we must approach God as he has 
commanded us to do. 

5. The Sufficiency of Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16-17) 
demonstrates that we need nothing from outside Scripture 
in order to thoroughly furnish the man of God for all good 
works. 

6. This is not a new practice, though it may be new to some 
of the people of this generation. This is a covenantal 
practice that has been going on since the time of Moses, at 
least. 

II. Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs 

1. Usage in Hebrew: mizmor=Psalm; shir=Song; 
tehillim=hymn. See Ps. 30 title and tehillim is the name of 
the book of Psalms in the Hebrew language. 

2. Usage in Greek: The Septuagint (LXX) routinely uses the 
same Greek words in various titles of the Pss. For 



example, Pss 76, 67, 68, etc. Thus psalmos=67 times; 
hymnos=6 times; ode=36 times. 

3. The hymning at the last supper (Matt. 26:30 & Mk. 14:26) 
was almost certainly Psalms 113-118, thus making the 
terms “hymn” and “psalm” to be synonymous. 

4. The term “spiritual” seems to modify all three terms. But 
the term “spiritual” means provoked or even inspired by 
the Spirit of God. This is something we would not claim for 
even our favorite hymns. 

5. The larger context of both passages also intimates the 
Psalter. In Eph. 5:15-21 the point of the passage is how to 
live in a circumspect and wise walk. The source of wisdom 
is God’s word and nothing less. Similarly Col. 3:16 refers 
to the words of Christ; but the words of a human author 
and the words of Christ are not the same thing. Further, in 
Ephesians 5:18 the idea of being filled with the Spirit is 
that of being controlled by the Spirit, a control which he 
exercises through the word of God. 

III. Misconceptions and Objections Answered 

1. “There are examples of songs in Scripture outside the 150 
Psalms.” Some were, in fact, inspired (e.g. Habakkuk 
chapter 3). Some of them (2 Sam. 22 cf. Ps 18) make the 
“cut” and others do not. Thus some God wants in the 
Psalter and others not. 

2. “Ezra 3:11 adds ‘upon Israel’ to Ps. 136:1. Thus we may 
elaborate.” The minor add’n of two words does not justify 
the conclusion that we may compose songs that are 
completely outside the realm of what God has specifically 
promised to bless. See 2 Chron. 5:13 cf. Ezra 3:10. 

3. “Scripture says to sing ‘new’ songs.” Newness = 
redemption or redeemed. Thus 2 Cor. 5:17, new creation. 
New covenant, etc. Sin=hopelessness. New 
song=salvation. 

4. “There is not enough of Christ in the Psalms.” Actually we 
see Christ more clearly in the Pss than did the Old 
Covenant believer, but Christ was always there. We must 
sing with one eye always upon Christ. 

5. “New redemptive events require new songs to celebrate 
them; such as the incarnation of Christ.” Such songs 



nearly always embellish the truth of the redemptive event. 
Such as “The little Lord Jesus no crying he makes” by 
Luther. Nor was he crucified on a green hill nor is there 
any evidence that there were three kings from the east. 
Further, not one of those songs was ever sung by Christ 
himself. 

6. “The contents of some of the Psalms are unsuitable for 
Christians to sing.” Generally this refers to the imprecatory 
Psalms such as #69. Yet the New Testament is also full of 
curses, such as Gal. 1:8; Matt. 23:13-16, 23, 25, 27, 29. 

7. “Paraphrases of Psalms place them on a par with 
uninspired hymns.” If our translation destroyed or 
eliminated inspiration then we could never have a 
trustworthy Bible in our own language. Though there may 
be blemishes and imperfections in our Psalter, it is a 
translation of God’s book and not a commentary. 

8. “We would have to give up many wonderful hymns.” This 
is perhaps the real objection at heart for most people. If 
we see obedience to God as “giving up” something, then it 
speaks more to our own hearts than it does to our practice 
in singing. The point of fact is that the psalms are both 
richer and speak more to the human condition than do any 
uninspired hymns. There is also the question of balance. 
Whenever Pss are supplemented by human compositions, 
the latter always come to dominate. 

9. “The analogy of preaching and praying means we can use 
our own words to praise God in song.” These are similar 
activities, but not identical ones. For preaching and 
teaching, God has given the whole word of God and 
pastors and teachers. For prayer God has given the word 
of God and the Holy Spirit, plus the model prayer of Matt. 
6:10ff. For singing, God has given us a hymnbook 
consisting of 150 distinct Psalms. 

10. “The Psalms were part of the ceremonial law.” In 
that case, if it were true, then it would be not only 
unnecessary but unlawful to sing the Pss. Consider: 

i. The Psalter is part of Scripture & Commanded at 
Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16. 

ii. The contents of the Psalter are adapted to all ages 
and circumstances, not just ceremonial. 



iii. The meanings of many Psalms could not be 
understood during the times in which they were 
written. 

iv. Evidence exists of the Pss. Being sung outside the 
temple in the synagogue, as was the case with 
prayer as well. 

Final Questions: 

 Are we wiser than God? How shall we improve, then, upon what 
God has given us in the Psalter? 


