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SOLA SCRIPTURA AND MUSIC 

Music is one of the greatest gifts given to us by God to rightly express our praise and 
thanksgiving to Him for who he is and for all that he has done. 

“Though maybe misunderstood, regularly a bone of contention, and often under-
practiced, congregational singing is one of the greatest and most beautiful tools we have 
been given to declare God’s ‘excellences’, strengthening His Church and sharing His 
glory with the world.”1 

There was a time when congregational music in the church was nearly lost. 
What changed? What was the cause that exploded onto the medieval church that has a profound 
effect for us today? 

REVIEW: “THE SOURCE OF THE CHURCH’S SELF-UNDERSTANDING" 
The church of the Reformation was transformed by its new self-understanding. What began as an 
internal debate burst out beyond the bounds of the church as a beacon of glorious and brilliant 
light to the entire world. A new understanding of the gospel, a rediscovery of an ancient truth. 
The single greatest event since the birth of the church itself. 

“She unleashed a God-centered mindset on the world around her. A biblical philosophy is what 
the church released. A Biblical philosophy of education, of literature, of art, of music, of 
language, of culture, of industry of science, of economy, of civil government, of human liberties, 
of justice, of social aids. An entire new standard of life was released by a return to the scriptures. 
a return to Christ. It was truly through the power of the Holy Spirit of God, not through the 
power of men and their ideas, but through the power of the Holy Spirit who gave them the ideas 
from the Spirit’s written word. It was the word of God unleashed. It was the power of the Spirit 
igniting upon the truth of the Word in the hearts of men and women. The Reformation was really 
the outgrowth of a reverently enormous view of God. The scriptures provided the chief source of 
reform.” – M.V. Pereira 
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The first consequence of the Holy Spirit’s awakening of the truth upon the hearts of men is 
music. A major outflow of the Reformation was music. The new song of the Church. 

A SINGING REFORMATION 
The Reformation was a singing Reformation. It changed the way we as congregations sing. 
Without the Reformation, we might not be singing at all in church today. The Reformation’s 
transformation of music was so great it even had an indirect effect on the music of the western 
world. Luther himself, had a profound influence on the religious and cultural life of sixteenth 
century Europe, but also he freed music from the thousand year domination of the Roman 
Catholic Church, opening the door to a revolution in music and in the arts. 

“It has been said that the Protestant Reformation exercised a greater influence upon the 
historical course of religious music specifically and European music generally than any 
other movement initiated in the Renaissance.”2 

More than education, literature, art, language, culture, industry, science, economy, civil 
government, human liberties, justice, and social aids, the Reformation had the most effect on 
music than any other movement of the Renaissance. 

This was the result of the source of their music: The power of the Holy Spirit igniting upon the 
truth of the Word in the hearts of men. 

“TO THE PRAISE OF HIS GLORY” 
Ephesians 1:3-14 
Paul’s letter is punctuated with this phrase, “to the praise of his glory!" 
(The ultimate purpose of election to salvation is the glory of God!) 

The Reformers' key doctrine of Sola Scriptura and the doctrines of the Solas were not an end to 
themselves. It was Soli Deo Gloria that was their ultimate concern. 

“For the Reformers, the Reformation was not simply about recovering true doctrine; it 
was ultimately about recovering pure worship.” 3 

As they began to learn what scripture was actually saying, they began to see music as an 
indispensable aspect of worship in the life of the true believer. God’s people singing, was central 
to a word-centered liturgy. 
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"I, Doctor Martin Luther, wish all lovers of the unshackled art of music grace and 
peace from God the Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ! I truly desire that all 
Christians would love and regard as worthy the lovely gift of music, which is a 
precious, worthy, and costly treasure given to mankind by God. … In summa, next to 
the Word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world. It controls 
our thoughts, minds, hearts, and spirits... Our dear fathers and prophets did not desire 
without reason that music be always used in the churches. Hence, we have so many 
songs and psalms. This precious gift has been given to man alone that he might thereby 
remind himself that God has created man for the express purpose of praising and 
extolling God.”4 

FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT 
Ephesians 2:4-9; Ephesians 5:17-21 
A contrast: And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit… 

Pagan vs. Christian worship 
In the ancient pagan religions, people believed that the way you communed with the deities was 
through losing control. The idea was that as you would become drunk, you would engage 
yourself in a kind of deep drunkenness that would lift you, and would elevate you to commune 
with deities. This is a description of a common Gentile, pagan, religious experience. 

What does it look like to be filled with the Spirit? 
The Spirit is in You: 
 Ephesians 1:13: …sealed with the promised Holy Spirit… 
 Romans 8:9: “the Spirit of God dwells in you.” 
 1 Corinthians 2:12-13 - we are “taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths…” 
  
So what is being filled with the Spirit mean in the context of Paul’s writing to the Ephesians? It 
means that you are under His total domination and control. 
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How to be controlled by the Spirit 

To be filled with God’s Spirit is to be filled with His Word. As we are filled with His Word, it 
begins to control our thinking, and our actions. 

Three consequences, of the of a Spirit-controlled / Word-centered follower of Christ: 
 Music, Thankfulness, Submission to each other. 

“The Spirit-filled life produces music. Whether he has a good voice or cannot carry a 
tune, the Spirit-filled Christian is a singing Christian... the First consequence of the 
Spirit-filled life that Paul mentioned was not mountain-moving faith, an ecstatic spiritual 
experience, dynamic speaking ability, or any other such thing. It was simply a heart that 
sings.” 5 

This is not just for the musically gifted. It’s a command that we can naturally follow with 
eagerness because if you are a Christian, a true follower of Christ, you are filled with the Spirit. 
The natural outflow of a Spirit-filled life is a heart that sings. If a person has been awakened 
from death to new life by the glorious light of the gospel, their first response is to sing. This is 
how the Reformers transformed the church with their songs. 

“The liturgies provided not only for the proclamation of the abundance grace of Christ 
but also for a response of praise to the glory of God. The liturgies of the Reformation 
were thoroughly punctuated with praise…” 6 

The church of the Reformation sang from the source of the Word of God, the message and hope 
of the glorious gospel of grace, and it ignited something new that had been lost for nearly a 
thousand years: congregational singing in the church. 

Ephesians 5:18-20 Colossians 3:16

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is 
debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the 
Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for 
everything to God the Father in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ…

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 
teaching and admonishing one another in all 
wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.
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This why we who are Christians sing. The source of our worship in song is from the heart. A 
transformed, renewed heart, a heart that is full to overflowing of the knowledge of glory of God, 
of thanksgiving to him, of praise, of joy of celebration. 

When the heart is full of the knowledge and the presence of God His people sing. We have a 
‘new song’. 
 Psalm 137:1-6: God’s people in exile had no heart to sing. 
 Psalm 40:1-3 (Psalm 33, 96, 144):  God gives us a new song. 
 Romans 15:8-9: Prophecies of Gentiles being saved that will sing praise to God. 

Luther writes: 
“Sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord all the earth.” For God hath made our 
heart and mind joyful through His dear Son whom he hath given for us to redeem us 
from sin, death, and the devil. Who earnestly believes this cannot but sing and speak 
thereof with joy and delight, that others also may hear and come.” 7 

WORSHIP  IN THE EARLY CHURCH TO THE MIDDLE AGES 
As the early church gathered and worshiped together, much of the corporate worship and 
practices were patterned after the Jewish forms of worship (songs, readings, recitations, 
teachings). Theologians of the faith began to write hymns and spiritual songs to summarize 
scripture and the doctrines of the faith. 

In the 4th century AD, things began to change. Emperor Constantine decided that the church 
would now be state owned and governed. Instead of persecution, there was now total meddling 
and adding of things that were not biblical at all into the worship liturgy of the church. Music 
and worship in the church was launched into the dark ages. For nearly a thousand years, the 
Roman Catholic church tightly controlled the church’s liturgy and kept it from the understanding 
of the people. Singing and participation had been suppressed. Congregational singing was all but 
non-existent. 

Late Medieval Liturgy 
The worship service off the Middle Ages had become a mysterious, elaborate, overly theatrical 
performance. This Medieval worship was about the goal to use the ‘instruments of grace’ or 
sacraments to reach God. The end result was that God himself was not present in the service. 
Nowhere was God seen. This ornate ceremony was unintelligible to the common man, void of 
scripture, void of the voice of God. 
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Congregants were trying to get God’s attention. If they ‘pulled the lever’ of an act of some 
perceived sacred action, there would be a cause and effect of God dispensing his favor among the 
people. This was a church no longer concerned with preserving the fellowship of Christ body, but 
it was about preserving its Empire. 

MARTIN LUTHER 
On this backdrop you have a man, Martin Luther, who admitted that he hated the righteousness 
of God. He felt deeply that he could not ever do enough to merit God’s favor no matter his 
religious piety and zeal. He knew where he stood, and he knew his religion was not sufficient to 
merit Gods favor. 

He saw God’s righteousness as an active avenging justice that punishes sinners. 
“I was angry with God… is it not enough, that miserable sinners, eternally lost through 
original sin, are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the Decalogue, without 
having God add pain to pain by the gospel and also by the gospel threatening us with his 
righteousness and wrath!” 8 

What changed for him? The assurance found in the scriptures. This is what Catholic Church 
viewed as the main, heresy of the Protestant reformation: Assurance of salvation. Freely given 
without the need for the dispensing of the sacraments. The assurance found in what is 
summarized in the Five Solas. 

Romans 1:16-17 - “The Righteous shall live by faith.” 
As Luther read the latin translation of the Bible he read the word ‘righteous’ translated as from 
the word used in the Roman judicial system. A person was ‘made’ righteous. So it was 
understood as ‘God, through the sacraments, makes people righteous.’ 

But now, Luther reads in the Greek translation, the word for ‘righteous’ is not a word to ‘make 
righteous’ but ‘regarded as righteous’, to ‘declare as righteous’. A righteousness he began to now 
understand as freely given by God, by His grace to people who do not have a righteousness of 
their own. 

Only a person who has been awakened from death to new life by the glorious light of the gospel, 
could go from writing from a heart of such anger towards God’s righteousness to writing these 
words (Luther’s most famous hymn): 
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Did we in our own strength confide, Our striving would be losing;  
Were not the right Man on our side, The Man of God’s own choosing.  
Dost ask who that may be? Christ Jesus, it is He;  
The Lord of Hosts, His name, From age to age the same,  
And He must win the battle.  

That word above all earthly powers, No thanks to them, abideth;  
The Spirit and the gifts are ours Through Him who with us sideth.  
Let goods and kindred go, This mortal life also;  
The body they may kill: God’s truth abideth still:  
His kingdom is forever. – “A Mighty Fortress” 

JOHN CALVIN 
John Calvin saw the rediscovery of the biblical gospel of unmerited free grace as the core 
commitment of his worship liturgy. He emphasized the ‘graciousness of grace’ to distinguish 
their worship service from the Medieval Mass. Even though his songs were directly written from 
the Psalms, some of his writings were taken and set to tunes. Here’s one of his rich lyrics written 
out of his rediscovery of the gospel: 
 “Of the knowledge of the gospel 
  We are made children of God, Brothers of Jesus Christ, 
  Fellow citizens of the saints, Citizens of the Kingdom of heaven 
  Heirs of God with Jesus Christ, By whom the poor become rich, 
   the weak powerful, the fools wise, 
   the sinners justified, the desolate comforted 
   the doubting certain, the slaves free. 
  It is the power of God for the salvation of all believers 
  And the key to the knowledge of God 
  Which opens the door of the kingdom of heaven 
  To unbelievers lying in their sins.” 9 

These words can only be from a Spirit-awakened heart, called out of darkness into a marvelous 
light by the Gospel. This is why there was such a movement of music within the church of the 
Reformation. From the source of the transforming power of the Word of God. A song, an anthem 
of the redeemed that gave boldness and assurance in the lives of the faithful elect. The Word of 
God (Sola Scriptura) was alive in their hearts! Soli Deo Gloria!  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