Hymns for Congregational Singing

T. David Gordon


When I was a pastor for nine years, one of my gravest responsibilities was that of selecting hymns each week.  I knew from my own spiritual pilgrimage that few things have influenced my Christian faith more than the hymns that I have sung throughout the years.  I knew that the hymns that I selected would be one of the most important gifts I could give to my congregation; and I also knew that the hymns that I deprived them of would be one of my greatest dis-services to them.  While my judgment (both theologically and musically) is imperfect, I believe my motives were fairly good; my twin loves for God and His church.


This list is both imperfect (my judgments are imperfect) and incomplete (I keep discovering more hymns).  It is also “local;” I designed it for use in the church I pastored in New Hampshire.  Some congregations sing better than did mine; some worse.  But some of the hymns I excluded were excluded because I judged them to be too difficult for our congregation to sing, even though they were otherwise fine.  A more adventurous or talented congregation could have employed those.  But this is at least a starting point; a list of hymns that I judge to be appropriate to corporate worship, theologically sound, edifying, and singable by most congregations.  If I had time, I would love to write a paragraph about each of these hymns, explaining what I regard to be its literary, theological, and/or musical merit.  This list has been misunderstood more frequently than it has been understood:  many people mistakenly assume that if a hymn is not on this list that I disapprove it, despite what I say in the earlier part of this paragraph.  That is entirely false.  I could easily add another twenty to fifty to this list today, if I had time and occasion to do so; especially including those that I judged simply to be beyond my own congregation’s ability to sing.

There are many well-known revivalist hymns from the late 19th century that are not on this list.  This is intentional, if misguided.  I’m not sure I believe any revivals have ever taken place; the historical evidence is quite ambiguous (e.g., church-attendance rose for a decade, then returned to its earlier levels).  Further, the notion of sudden conversion strikes me as unsound; the biblical teaching on how God’s preached word works does not support the notion that sudden conversion is the norm.  So, if you like Fannie Crosby’s hymns, and others like hers, you will need to supplement my list with yours.  I may appear to be the only person on our planet who excludes “Amazing Grace” from public worship, though I do not object to it in private devotions.  The “hour I first believed” has little or no place in corporate worship, in my judgment, but my judgment is evidently idiosyncratic, and therefore probably wrong (Though Robert Foote’s list also excludes it; and in his discussion in Christianity Today he explains briefly why it was not on the list of hymns found commonly in thirty hymnals over a century).  I should also clarify that I do not object to the first-person-singular pronoun (“I/me/my”) in hymns; Paul Gerhardt employed them routinely and I include many Gerhardt hymns.  Rather, what I object to is celebrating the individual/idiosyncratic experience of faith, rather than the objective events or realities that are common to everyone’s faith.  “When I survey the wondrous cross” is a fine hymn, because what is “surveyed” there are the realities of Christ’s passion that are pertinent to every believer; the “I” in that line is “everyman,” as it were.


My selection of Advent and Incarnation hymns will also disappoint many, because I have excluded those well-beloved Christmas hymns that, in my estimate, romanticize the birth of Christ at the expense of appreciating that this act constituted a great humiliation for him (“who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men,” Phil. 2:6-7).  Such hymns tend to celebrate his birth as a happy occasion (like other births) when, in reality, it was Christ’s initial act of identifying with sinners by taking on our flesh, an identification that would take him to the cross.  When we consider that in his earthly life he was “a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief,” it is improper to say such things as “all is calm, all is bright” or “the little Lord Jesus no crying he made.”  So, you will just have to supplement my list with your own on this point.  “Thou Who Wast Rich Beyond All Splendor” (#230, below), on the other hand, really “gets it,” and is a lovely incarnation hymn.  Further, since my Session embraced the Puritan understanding of the calendar, my church did not celebrate Christmas (we did celebrate the Resurrection, but we did it fifty-two times annually…), so there was little liturgical need in our setting to have a large list of such hymns.  I’m sure many of the others that are not on my list are fine (e.g. Watts’s “Joy to the World”).

If I had thought about it at the time I was composing this list, I could have also listed hymns that I did not include, and why.  It may have been helpful for others to have known whether the omission was due to a musical reason (difficult to sing) or a theological reason (“And Can It Be” was excluded for both, but barely).  It might prove helpful at some point to establish a web site on which qualified people were invited to list the “pros and cons” of various hymns, in blog style, so that the public could view the (often contrary) opinions about the perceived assets and liabilities of particular hymns.  For information about the composition of hymns, visit http://www.hymnary.org/

The 1990 Trinity Hymnal removed some (fortunately not many) very good hymns from the previous Trinity Hymnal, inexplicably in my judgment.  Notably, they removed “Glory be to Jesus,” which is a stately hymn about Christ’s atoning sacrifice, in a simple melody with simple, but lovely, harmonic lines (interesting movement in the alto line in the first phrase down to a C-sharp that creates nice tension).  There are probably twenty other hymns that I would have added to my list had they been available in the hymnal we used.  Lutheran hymnals tend to have a greater number of Paul Gerhardt’s hymns than do non-Lutheran hymnals; and I wish all 140 were available to us.  John Kelly (1833-1890) translated them into metrical English in 1867, apparently in their original meters, so it would not be difficult for someone to match them to appropriate metrical tunes (the originals could be found in German hymnals, and many would probably work in English) and publish them.

So, while I mentioned it before, I must say it again:  this list is not intended to be exclusive, but inclusive.  I regard all the hymns on this list as theologically and liturgically fine; but the list could probably be doubled.


While my judgment is occasionally idiosyncratic, my criteria are not.  Having read the prefaces to a number of hymnals over the years, I have simply concurred with the criteria that others have cited, and I mention them here:

-theologically orthodox lyrics

-theologically significant lyrics

-literarily apt and thoughtful lyrics

-lyrics and music appropriate to a meeting between God and His visible people 

-promotes congregational participation by appropriate choices regarding musical considerations that enhance congregational participation

- well-written music with regard to melody, harmony, rhythm, and form

-musical setting appropriate to the lyrical content.
The numbers from these come from the Trinity Hymnal (Great Commission Publications, 1990).

Hymn #1
All People That on Earth Do Dwell

Hymn #2
O Worship the King all glorious above

Hymn #3
Give to Our God Immortal Praise

Hymn #4
All Praise to God, Who Reigns Above

Hymn #5
God, My King, Thy Might Confessing

Hymn #6
O Come, My Soul, Bless Thou the Lord thy Maker

Hymn #7
From All That Dwell below the Skies

Hymn #8
Mighty God, While Angels Bless You

Hymn #9
All you that fear Jehovah's Name

Hymn #12
Exalt the Lord, His Praise Proclaim

Hymn #16
Come, Let Us Sing Unto the Lord

Hymn #18
You Holy Angels Bright

Hymn #19
Thee we adore, eternal Lord!

Hymn #30
Our God, our Help in ages past

Hymn #31
Have you not known

Hymn #32
Great is Thy Faithfulness

Hymn #34
The God of Abraham praise

Hymn #38
Immortal, Invisible, God only wise

Hymn #40
God is our refuge and our strength

Hymn #53
Praise to the Lord, the Almighty

Hymn #57
Hallelujah, praise Jehovah

Hymn #64
God, the Lord, a King remaineth

Hymn #75
O Father, You are Sovereign

Hymn #76
Praise, my soul, the King of heaven

Hymn #80
Lord, with glowing heart I'd praise thee

Hymn #92
A mighty Fortress is our God

Hymn #94
How firm a foundation

Hymn #95
Though Troubles Assail Us

Hymn #97
We praise you, O God, our Redeemer, Creator

Hymn #98
Now thank we all our God

Hymn #100
Holy, Holy, Holy

Hymn #101
Come, thou Almighty King

Hymn #102
All glory be to thee, Most High

Hymn #103
Holy God, We Praise Your Name

Hymn #105
O God we praise thee

Hymn #107
Praise ye the Father!

Hymn #108
Whate'er my God ordains is right

Hymn #111
This is my Father's world

Hymn #115
All Creatures of Our God and King

Hymn #116
For the Beauty of the Earth

Hymn #117
The spacious firmament on high

Hymn #119
I Sing the Almighty Power of God

Hymn #125
Let All Things Now Living

Hymn #128
God Moves in a Mysterious Way

Hymn #141
God, in the Gospel of His Son (even better when set to the tune “Rockwell”)

Hymn #156
O Lord, How Shall I Meet You?

Hymn #164
O for a thousand tongues to sing

Hymn #165
Ye servants of God, your Master proclaim

Hymn #166
Wondrous King all glorious

Hymn #167
When morning gilds the skies

Hymn #168
I greet Thee, who my sure Redeemer art

Hymn #169
My heart does overflow

Hymn #170
Fairest Lord Jesus

Hymn #172
Let us love, and sing, and wonder

Hymn #181
We Come, O Christ, to You

Hymn #196
Come, thou long-expected Jesus

Hymn #194
O come, O come, Emmanuel

Hymn # 209
Christians Awake, Salute the Happy Morn

Hymn #217
All My Heart This Night Rejoices

Hymn #218
Angels, from the realms of glory

Hymn #226
As with gladness men of old

Hymn #230
Thou Who Wast Rich beyond All Splendor

Hymn #235
All glory, laud, and honor

Hymn #247
O Sacred Head, Now Wounded

Hymn #248
Ah, holy Jesus, how has thou offended?

Hymn #251
Beneath the cross of Jesus

Hymn #252
When I survey the wondrous cross

Hymn #254
Alas, and Did My Savior Bleed

Hymn #255
O Jesus, we adore thee

Hymn #257
Stricken, smitten, and afflicted

Hymn #261
What Wondrous Love is This

Hymn #273
Jesus Christ is risen today

Hymn #277
Christ the Lord is risen today

Hymn #279
Christ Jesus Lay in Dath’s Strong Bands

Hymn #289
A Hymn of Glory Let Us Sing

Hymn #295
Crown him with many crowns

Hymn #296
All hail the power of Jesus' name

Hymn #298 
The Head that once was crowned with thorns

Hymn #300 
Blessing and Honor and Glory and Power

Hymn #301
Join All the Glorious Names

Hymn #302
Come, Christians, Join to Sing

Hymn #303
Blessed Jesus, at your word

Hymn #305
Arise, my soul, arise

Hymn #306
Jesus, My Great High Priest

Hymn #310
Rejoice, the Lord is King

Hymn #311
Hail to the Lord's Anointed

Hymn #313
Unto my Lord Jehovah Said

Hymn #319
Day of Judgment!  Day of Wonders!

Hymn #321
Great God, What Do I See and Hear!

Hymn #329
Come, O Creator Spirit Blest

Hymn #330
Holy Ghost, Dispel Our Sadness

Hymn #331
Come, O come, thou quick'ning Spirit

Hymn #332
Come Holy Spirit, heavenly Dove

Hymn #334
Breathe on me, Breath of God

Hymn #335
Gracious Spirit, Dwell with me

Hymn #338
Spirit of God, Descend Upon My Heart

Hymn #342
Christ is Made the Sure Foundation

Hymn #345
Glorious things of thee are spoken

Hymn #347
The Church's One Foundation

Hymn #353
I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord

Hymn #358
For All the Saints

Hymn #378
Here, O My Lord, I See Thee Face to Face

Hymn #379
Lord Jesus Christ, Be Present Now

Hymn #401
All Praise to Thee, My God, This Night

Hymn #402
Abide With Me

Hymn #425
Bread of the World in Mercy Broken

Hymn #441
Jesus shall reign where'er the sun

Hymn #461
Not What My Hands Have Done

Hymn #469
How Sweet and Awesome is the Place

Hymn #473
Jesus Sinners Doth Receive

Hymn #477
Are You Weary, Are You Languid?

Hymn #486
God, Be Merciful to Me (Richard Redhead’s 1853 melody, not the recent Christopher Miner tune)

Hymn #497
I Need Thee, Precious Jesus

Hymn #498
Jesus, What a Friend for Sinners!

Hymn #516
Jesus, I Live to Thee

Hymn #520
Jesus, thy blood and righteousness

Hymn #528
My Faith Looks up to Thee

Hymn #529
Love Divine, all loves excelling

Hymn #535
O The Deep, Deep, Love of Jesus

Hymn #536
Searcher of Hearts, from Mine Erase

Hymn #558
That Man is Blest Who, Fearing God

Hymn #559
Father, I Know that All My Life

Hymn #565
All for Jesus

Hymn #574
Christian, Dost Thou See Them (7th c. original, Οὐ γὰρ Βλέπεις τοὺς ταράττοντας)
Hymn #609
Why Should Cross and Trial Grieve Me?

Hymn #610
Take up your cross, the Saviour said

Hymn #642
Be Thou My Vision

Hymn #646
Jesus thou Joy of loving hearts

Hymn #656
Jesus Priceless Treasure

Hymn #669
Commit Now All Your Griefs

Hymn #670
If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee

Hymn #689
Be Still, My Soul

Hymn #706
Jesus lives, and so shall I

Hymns not in the Trinity Hymnal that I wish were (and why):

The original Trinity Hymnal (1961) included Edward Caswell’s translation of “Glory Be to Jesus” (#190), a simple yet elegant (originally Italian) hymn that should be in every congregation’s repertoire.  Inexplicably, they excluded this verse:  “Oft as it (Jesus’s blood) is sprinkled on our guilty hearts, Satan, in confusion, terror-struck departs” (the Lutheran Service Book (Philadelphia, 1917, #90) also inexplicably excluded this verse  Of course, even more inexplicable is the exclusion of the entire hymn in the 1990 edition.

Stuart Townend’s “How Deep the Father’s Love for Us,” while contemporary, and therefore possibly difficult to sing harmony parts to, is a beautiful, moving hymn that reminds both of “Ah Holy Jesus” and of “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross;” one can hope that it find its way into all future hymnals.  

