Forward 

This book is significant for three different reasons.  First, it amounts to a biblical theology of the content of God’s praise.  In the first part of the book, O’Donnell exposits a number of significant Old Testament songs, and discovers that there are four recurring characteristics therein (I’ll say more about this in a moment).  Second, in the next part, O’Donnell discusses what this biblical theology of praise means in practice, by discussing many practical considerations for pastors, worship-leaders, and hymn-writers.  Third, in the Appendices, O’Donnell supplies some factual data on the most frequently-sung contemporary worship music and the most fequently-sung classical hymns, data that take us beyond our subjective hunches and opinions.  O’Donnell also presents several examples of his own musical settings for several significant biblical hymns.

In Part One, O’Donnell discovers four characteristics that recur in biblical song:  

1. The Lord is at the center; that is, our God is addressed, adored, and “enlarged.” 
2. His mighty acts in salvation history (nor merely or primarily our personal experience of redemption) are recounted. 
3. His acts of judgment are rejoiced in. 

4. His ways of living (practical wisdom) are encouraged.

O’Donnell convincingly argues that these four realities recur not only in the Psalms, but in the Old Testament songs outside of the Psalter also.  These four characteristics become the test by which O’Donnell later compares classical hymns to contemporary worship music.  Each of these four is fascinating in its own right, but I was especially delighted that his third theme is not merely “judgment,” but that God’s judgments are rejoiced in.  Not only are the Israelites called to rejoice in God’s acts of judgment; the entire created order is called to do so:

Psa. 96:11  Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 12 let the field exult, and everything in it!  Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy 13 before the LORD, for he comes, for he comes to judge the earth.  He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples in his faithfulness.

Psa. 98:8  Let the rivers clap their hands; let the hills sing for joy together 9 before the LORD, for he comes to judge the earth.  He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with equity.
Nor is this theme restricted to the Old Testament.  When the apostle Paul preached to the Athenians, he said: “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17: 30-31). 

The Holy Scriptures are Kingdom-oriented; and they regard the human race as insurrectionists against God’s rule.  No King worth his salt will permit such an insurrection to go unchallenged, and the persistent message of the Holy Scriptures is that God has in the past and will in the future remove the insurrectionists from His kingdom, ushering in a realm of peace and blessedness for His people, who are to rejoice with thanksgiving for His mighty acts of valorous judgment in preserving His good realm for them, as they will in the eternal state:  “After this I heard what seemed to be the loud voice of a great multitude in heaven, crying out, ‘Hallelujah!  Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, for his judgments are true and just; for he has judged  the great prostitute who corrupted the earth with her immorality, and has avenged on her the blood of his servants” (Rev. 19:1-2).


Readers will not be surprised that O’Donnell’s survey of the most frequently sung classical hymns and contemporary music fail to measure up to the criteria of biblical song, nor will they be surprised that contemporary worship music fails almost utterly.  Our intuitive hunch that contemporary worship music centers more on our experience of religion than it does on God’s saving acts in history; that in them we as worshippers are more prominent than He the worshipped; that God’s judgment is almost never mentioned in them; and that there is almost no clear ethical guidance in them; is substantiated by O’Donnell’s actual survey of the lyrics themselves.  As a group (with several notable exceptions, which O’Donnell candidly applauds), the lyrics of most contemporary worship music is only biblical in a biblicistic sense:  several scriptural phrases are common enough, but the general character of biblical song is replaced by that which is narcissistic, pietistic, sentimentalistic, and Pollyannaistic.  In such music, the Lion of the tribe of Judah has become a domestic kitten (and de-clawed at that).  He is everyone’s friend and no one’s enemy; He may elicit our affection but not our awe.


O’Donnell rightly cites my friend and former colleague, Gordon Fee, who once observed:  “Show me a church’s songs, and I’ll show you their theology.”  If Gordon is right, then the theology of most churches in the beginning of the third millenium is not the theology of the Bible.  The same constituency that purchases Thomas Kincaid’s paintings (in which there is a bland Paradise without a glorious and morally-serious Maker, re-created without the bloody warfare of a suffering Redeemer) not surprisingly sings bland, feel-good music that consistently avoids/evades the utter intractibility of our sin, the horror of our Redeemer’s suffering, and the certainty of the Divine Warrior vanquishing His foes in the life to come.


Considering his viewpoint, O’Donnell is remarkably even-tempered (even light-hearted on occasion) and fair-minded (when many traditional hymns are discovered to be defective, he doesn’t mind saying so).  In my book on a related subject,
 I attempted to account for the cultural causes of our reaching the present point.  What O’Donnell does is provide a biblical theology of the content of praise that may help us do better in the future.  Readers who regard Scripture as authoritative, regardless of their current opinions or preferences, will find that O’Donnell makes a compelling case--Tolle, lege!   
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