Some Thoughts on Exclusive Psalmody

T. David Gordon


The first part of what follows (Roman numerals I.-III.), below, are some biblical considerations for why believers should sing to God a full range of praise and thanks for His nature and works, unrestricted by or to the canonical psalter.  Following this is a brief analysis and critique of Michael Bushell’s Songs of Zion.

I. Texts that appear to indicate that God desires His assembly to sing praise to Him, without specifying that the words of such sung praise be restricted to canonical psalms.  


For those of us who embrace sincerely the regulative principle of worship, the following texts are sufficient, I believe, to establish that God, in His Word, approves our praising Him, and that He approves our praising Him for His “deeds,” which would include, one would think, the incarnation, perfect obedience, substitutionary atonement, death, resurrection, etc., of Christ.  That is, if the exclusive psalmist queries:  “Where has God, in His Word, approved the singing of His praise by any words other than the words of the canonical psalms?”, we answer:  In the canonical psalms themselves.  The psalms themselves command us to sing of God’s “deeds,” which presumably include His incarnate deeds.  The psalms themselves tell us to “give thanks” in song, and presumably we may thank Him for giving His Son to die for us.  The psalms teach us to “tell of his salvation day by day” in song, and presumably the death and resurrection of Christ constitute part of the biblical message of salvation.  The psalms themselves teach us to sing to God “because he has done marvelous things,” and again, presumably the humiliation and exaltation of Christ are reasonably marvelous.  The canonical psalms themselves teach us to “tell of all his wonderful works,” apparently excluding none, and who would wish to deny that the dying and rising of Christ are chief among those wonderful works?  Prima facie, then, the canonical psalms themselves call the people of God to give thanks and praise to God for all of His mighty acts of creation and deliverance.  


The exclusive psalmists might attempt to blunt the force of such texts in two ways:  by suggesting that the historical evidence leads us to conclude that the Israelites would have understood all of these to be references to canonical psalms; or by suggesting that none of these categories is manifestly a reference to corporate worship in the assembly.  


To the first of these, we merely reply that it begs the question:  If “Sing praises to the Lord” means “Sing canonical psalms/inspired psalms to the Lord,” why don’t the texts simply say this?  If the psalm commands us to sing, and to tell of “all of his deeds,” does this imply that God never did any deeds after the close of the five books of the Psalter?  There are, indeed, some texts that say to praise God “with a psalm,” and a better case (though not necessarily a convincing case, since “psalm” merely refers to a song accompanied by a stringed instrument) could be made that such texts refer to canonical psalms.  But the very presence of such proves that the psalmist could have said “Sing praise to God with a (canonical/inspired) psalm” if he had wanted to.  By the hermeneutic of such an exclusive psalmist, we might also take each of Paul’s exhortations to prayer in his letters as a reference to the so-called “Lord’s Prayer,” and say that what is required/permitted by these texts is not that we pray prayers of human composition, but that we pray the all-sufficient prayer taught us by Christ himself.  


The second is less question-begging, but it demonstrates again the artificiality of some of the exclusive-psalmist arguments.  Is it reasonable to think that God would command us, in general, to sing such a breadth of things to and about Him (“all of his wondrous works”), but then to tell us not to do so when we gather corporately?  That is, while we surely concede that some biblical imperatives are not germane to corporate worship (for instance, Col. 3 and Eph. 5, upon which much of the exclusive psalmist argument is often, and erroneously, based), can we genuinely imagine that God would have commanded Nadab and Abihu to offer strange fire to Him in general, but then strike them dead for doing the same thing in another location?  Or, could we sing a canonical psalm in corporate worship that contains an imperative to sing generally of God’s traits and deeds, but not actually sing the thing commanded?  Could we sing the command, but not sing the thing commanded?  Indeed, many exclusive psalmists employ such texts at the beginning of services of worship, as scriptural calls to worship.  If they sincerely consider these texts to be irrelevant to corporate worship, then consistency at least demands that they not employ them in such a setting.  We would argue however, on their own grounds, that since such words are recorded in the psalms, and since those psalms were employed in Israel’s corporate worship, that they are in fact addressed to the corporate people of God as worshipers in their worship.  Therefore, we believe the Word of God addresses the corporate people of God in their gathered assemblies to sing praise to Jim, to sing thanks to Him, to sing of His deeds, without restricting any of such song to either the words or content of the canonical psalms.  Some categories of such passages follow.

A. Texts that teach that we are to sing praise or thanks to God, without restricting the content of such praise or thanks to canonical psalms or inspired literature.  These passages are similar to those that exhort us to pray, without restricting the content of such prayer to canonical psalms or other inspired literature.  

Psa. 30:4 Sing praises to the LORD, O you his saints, and give thanks to his holy name. 

Psa. 33:3 Sing to him a new song, play skilfully on the strings, with loud shouts. 

Psa. 47:6 Sing praises to God, sing praises! Sing praises to our King, sing praises!  7 For God is the king of all the earth; sing praises with a psalm! 

Psa. 68:4 Sing to God, sing praises to his name; lift up a song to him who rides upon the clouds; his name is the LORD, exult before him! 

Psa. 81:0 1 Sing aloud to God our strength; shout for joy to the God of Jacob!  2 Raise a song, sound the timbrel, the sweet lyre with the harp.  3 Blow the trumpet at the new moon, at the full moon, on our feast day.

Psa. 84:4 Blessed are those who dwell in thy house, ever singing thy praise!

Psa. 92:1 It is good to give thanks to the LORD, to sing praises to thy name, O Most High;

Psa. 95:1 O come, let us sing to the LORD; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! 

Psa. 98:4 Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and sing praises!  5 Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the sound of melody! 

Psa. 100:2 Serve the LORD with gladness! Come into his presence with singing! 

Psa. 147:7 Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving; make melody to our God upon the lyre! 

Psa. 149:1 Praise the LORD! Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful! 

Psa. 149:5 Let the faithful exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their couches. 

B. Texts that teach that we are to sing praise or thanks to God for His “deeds” or “works,” without specifying what those “deeds” or “works” are, and therefore, presumably, approving praise or thanks of any of His works.

Psa. 9:11 Sing praises to the LORD, who dwells in Zion!  Tell among the peoples his deeds! 

Psa. 66:1 Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth;  2 sing the glory of his name; give to him glorious praise!  3 Say to God,  “How terrible are thy deeds! So great is thy power that thy enemies cringe before thee.  4 All the earth worships thee; they sing praises to thee, sing praises to thy name.”

Psa. 98:1 O sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things! His right hand and his holy arm have gotten him victory. 

Psa. 105:2 Sing to him, sing praises to him, tell of all his wonderful works!

Is. 12:5 “Sing praises to the LORD, for he has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth.  6 Shout, and sing for joy, O inhabitant of Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel.” 

C. Texts that teach that we are to sing praise or thanks to God for His redemptive/soteric acts, which would presumably include His supreme redemptive act in Christ. 

Psa. 96:1 O sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth!  2 Sing to the LORD, bless his name; tell of his salvation from day to day. 

D. Texts that teach that we are to sing praise or thanks to God for His attributes.

Psa. 135:3 Praise the LORD, for the LORD is good; sing to his name, for he is gracious! 

Psa. 147:1 Praise the LORD! For it is good to sing praises to our God; for he is gracious, and a song of praise is seemly. 

E. Texts that demonstrate the similarity between song and prayer.

Psa. 42:8 By day the LORD commands his steadfast love; and at night his song (ᾠδὴ) is with me, a prayer (προσευχὴ) to the God of my life.

This text is significant in its own right, but especially as regards the relation between “song” and “prayer,” which appears again when the Psalm of Moses (Psalm 90) is entitled by the LXX a προσευχὴ of Moses.  This is the lexical ground for Calvin, Bucer, et. al. concluding that the “prayers” of Acts 2:42 include the various devotional aspects of the assembled saints, prayers that are spoken and those that are sung  (F. F. Bruce refers to τῇ προσευχῇ at Acts 1:14 and 6:4, and ταῖς προσευχαῖς at 2:42 in this manner, as “the regular worship of the church,” and “the appointed service of prayer,” pp. 152 and 74.  The Acts of the Apostles:  The Greek Text with Introduction and Commentary, 1951).  And it is significant because it shows the artificiality of the exclusive psalmist argument that we may pray in words of “human composition,” but we cannot lawfully sing in such words.  I would suggest that prayer and song are not as rigidly separated categorically in the scriptures as they are in exclusive psalmody; that they are much more similar (as human addresses to God) than they are dissimilar; which would make it surprising if the one would be governed by a different principle than the other. The preface to Psalm 102 entitles it “A Prayer (προσευχὴ) of One Afflicted,” and the preface to 142 calls it also “A Prayer” (προσευχὴ), indicating again that many of what we call canonical “psalms” are, in fact, prayers.  So why can some prayers be human compositions but other prayers require inspiration?


Similar ground may be found at Acts 16:25: Κατὰ δὲ τὸ μεσονύκτιον Παῦλος καὶ Σιλᾶς προσευχόμενοι ὕμνουν τὸν θεόν.  While some ETs translate these consecutively (“prayed and sang to God”), there is every reason to translate the participle (προσευχόμενοι, “praying”) as subordinate to the main verb (ὕμνουν), either temporally or modally (“while praying they sang to God”, or “by praying they sang to God”), either of which, again, indicates that songs of praise are very similar, biblically, to prayer (as a translation note, the ETs that connect both the participle and the indicative with “and” merely indicate that they have overlooked what a conjunction is, either in English or Greek).  

The importance of this relation between song and prayer for the present discussion is significant, because this consideration causes a general problem with exclusive psalmody to be more acute.  Generally, it is already problematic that exclusive psalmody argues that the words of songs of praise must be inspired, and restricted to the canonical psalter, while the words of the other elements of worship are not so restricted (ministers can speak to us, on behalf of God, in uninspired words, but we may only speak to God in inspired words).  But this is even more acute a difficulty when two elements in scripture that are so similar (prayer and praise) are considered to be regulated differently.  What is it in the nature of songs of praise or thanks that requires that our words be restricted to canonical psalms, while spoken prayers of praise or thanks need not be so restricted?  Would it be lawful, for instance, for a minister to pray (not sing, but speak):  “Holy, holy, holy,  Lord God almighty; early in the morning our songs shall rise to thee,” but not be lawful for the same words to be sung to a melody?  Could we lawfully pray the words “I greet thee, who my sure Redeemer art,” but not pray the same words melodically?  An affirmative answer to such questions demands some biblical explanation, especially since God, in His Word (Ps. 42:8, Ps. 102, 142 and Acts 16:25, cited above), has virtually equated song and prayer.

II. “Eschatological” song; song that the entire created order will sing.  


I place these texts in a separate category, because exclusive psalmists might correctly argue that they do not describe the visible assembly of the saints on earth in worship.  While I concede that point, I do not conclude that these texts are therefore not instructive for such earthly assemblies.  If the earthly assembly is itself a foretaste of the eschatological and everlasting assembly (and Geerhardus Vos argues that the Psalms which begin “The Lord reigns” are the psalmist’s projections of himself, by faith, into the eschatological reign of God), then the eschatological texts are indeed instructive for our earthly assemblies.  If we are to “seek those things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God,” (Col. 3:1) then the heavenly assembly is indeed instructive for the earthly assembly.  Indeed, this is the entire spirit of Heb. 12:22-24:

 But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering,  and to the assembly of the first-born who are enrolled in heaven, and to a judge who is God of all, and to the spirits of just men made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks more graciously than the blood of Abel. 

It is for this reason that the songs of Revelation are indeed relevant to the question of whether the 150 canonical Psalms are “sufficient” (as exclusive psalmists argue) for our worship-assemblies today.  The 150 canonical Psalms are manifestly not sufficient for the redeemed in heaven; the songs of Revelation are not OT psalms; and the redeemed find it lawful, if not necessary, to offer express adoration to “the Lamb that was slain,” not merely to some Davidic type thereof.  These heavenly songs therefore present two substantial challenges to exclusive psalmody:  they require us (if exclusive psalmody is correct) to believe that the heavenly, perfected, eschatological worship, for which we strive daily, is not a pattern for what is lawful on earth; and they manifestly refute one of the arguments of the exclusive psalmist position, namely that the canonical psalms are sufficient for Christian worship.

1Chr. 16:23  Sing to the Lord, all the earth! Tell of his salvation from day to day. 

1Chr. 16:33 Then shall the trees of the wood sing for joy before the LORD, for he comes to judge the earth.

Psa. 98:8 Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing for joy together

Is. 14:3 When the LORD has given you rest from your pain and turmoil and the hard service with which you were made to serve,  4 you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon:  “How the oppressor has ceased, the insolent fury ceased!  5 The LORD has broken the staff of the wicked, the scepter of rulers,  6 that smote the peoples in wrath with unceasing blows, that ruled the nations in anger with unrelenting persecution.  7 The whole earth is at rest and quiet; they break forth into singing.  8 The cypresses rejoice at you, the cedars of Lebanon, saying,  ‘Since you were laid low, no hewer comes up against us.’

Is. 24:4  The earth mourns and withers, the world languishes and withers; the heavens languish together with the earth.  5 The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for they have transgressed the laws, violated the statutes, broken the everlasting covenant.  6 Therefore a curse devours the earth, and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt; therefore the inhabitants of the earth are scorched, and few men are left.  7 The wine mourns, the vine languishes, all the merry-hearted sigh.  8 The mirth of the timbrels is stilled, the noise of the jubilant has ceased, the mirth of the lyre is stilled.  9 No more do they drink wine with singing; strong drink is bitter to those who drink it.  10 The city of chaos is broken down, every house is shut up so that none can enter.  11 There is an outcry in the streets for lack of wine; all joy has reached its eventide; the gladness of the earth is banished.  12 Desolation is left in the city, the gates are battered into ruins.  13 For thus it shall be in the midst of the earth among the nations, as when an olive tree is beaten, as at the gleaning when the vintage is done. 14 They lift up their voices, they sing for joy; over the majesty of the LORD they shout from the west.  15 Therefore in the east give glory to the LORD; in the coastlands of the sea, to the name of the LORD, the God of Israel.  16 From the ends of the earth we hear songs of praise, of glory to the Righteous One.

Is. 26:19 Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise.  You who dwell in the dust, awake and sing for joy!  For your dew is a dew of light, and the earth will give birth to the dead.
Is. 35:1 The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus 2 it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon. They shall see the glory of the LORD, the majesty of our God.

Is. 35:5  Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped;  6 then shall the lame man leap like a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert;  7 the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, the grass shall become reeds and rushes. 

Is. 35:8  And a highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not pass over it, and fools shall not err therein.  9 No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there.  10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

Is. 42:10  Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise from the end of the earth! Let the sea roar and all that fills it, the coastlands and their inhabitants.  11 Let the desert and its cities lift up their voice, the villages that Kedar inhabits; let the inhabitants of Sela sing for joy, let them shout from the top of the mountains. 

Is. 44:23  Sing, O heavens, for the LORD has done it; shout, O depths of the earth; break forth into singing, O mountains, O forest, and every tree in it! For the LORD has redeemed Jacob, and will be glorified in Israel. 

Is. 49:13 Sing for joy, O heavens, and exult, O earth; break forth, O mountains, into singing! For the LORD has comforted his people, and will have compassion on his afflicted. 

Is. 51:11 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

Is. 52:8 Hark, your watchmen lift up their voice, together they sing for joy; for eye to eye they see the return of the LORD to Zion.  9 Break forth together into singing, you waste places of Jerusalem; for the LORD has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem. 

Is. 54:1   “Sing, O barren one, who did not bear; break forth into singing and cry aloud, you who have not been in travail! For the children of the desolate one will be more than the children of her that is married, says the LORD. 

Is. 55:12   “For you shall go out in joy, and be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall break forth into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 

Jer. 31:10   “Hear the word of the LORD, O nations, and declare it in the coastlands afar off; say,  ‘He who scattered Israel will gather him, and will keep him as a shepherd keeps his flock.’  11 For the LORD has ransomed Jacob, and has redeemed him from hands too strong for him.  12 They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion, and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD, over the grain, the wine, and the oil, and over the young of the flock and the herd; their life shall be like a watered garden, and they shall languish no more.  13 Then shall the maidens rejoice in the dance, and the young men and the old shall be merry. I will turn their mourning into joy, I will comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow.  14 I will feast the soul of the priests with abundance, and my people shall be satisfied with my goodness, says the LORD.” 

Jer. 51:48 Then the heavens and the earth, and all that is in them, shall sing for joy over Babylon; for the destroyers shall come against them out of the north, says the LORD. 

Zech. 2:10 Sing and rejoice, O daughter of Zion; for lo, I come and I will dwell in the midst of you, says the LORD.   11 And many nations shall join themselves to the LORD in that day, and shall be my people; and I will dwell in the midst of you, and you shall know that the LORD of hosts has sent me to you.  12 And the LORD will inherit Judah as his portion in the holy land, and will again choose Jerusalem.” 

III. NT Texts 


I concur with Michael Bushell that, at this point, our capacity to make certain judgments about the literary evidence of possible hymnic material in the NT is insufficient to be determinative in the present discussion.  Literarily, it does not appear that we can conclusively demonstrate, for instance, that Philippians 2 contains a hymn rather than a creed.  I also concur with him that neither Colossians 3 nor Ephesians 5 are directly germane to the discussion, since it is not at all clear that either text discusses the activity of saints assembled on the Lord’s day in regular covenant assemblies.
  Other texts, however, I believe are germane. 

A. Acts 2:41-42--“So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.  And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”


One of the interpretive questions regarding Acts 2:42 is whether it merely records the activity of the people at Pentecost, or whether it records more generally their subsequent corporate life together.  I concur with Calvin that the latter is more likely (Calvin argues for frequent communion in part by appeal to this text.  Cf. Institutes, 4.17.44), and that this text is normative as a description of the early church under apostolic authority.  The verb translated “devoted” (προσκαρτεροῦντες) does not describe the psychological state of those present, or the degree of their zeal; rather, it is employed by Luke to indicate those matters that are persevered in or continued in as non-negotiable.  It is employed this way in Acts 6:3-4, for instance:  “Therefore, brethren, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may appoint to this duty.  But we will devote (προσκαρτερήσομεν) ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”  Note here that the apostles determine to persevere in their non-negotiable duty of prayer and the ministry of the Word.  In Acts 2:42, then, we have not a record of what the assembled saints merely happened to do on one occasion, but what they devoted themselves to doing on a regular basis, under apostolic supervision and approval.


Calvin was not alone in viewing Acts 2:42 as a description of the regular meetings of the apostolic churches.  Oscar Cullmann made the same observation:

In the book of Acts instruction, preaching, prayer, and breaking of bread are mentioned, and mentioned in such a way as clearly to show that these elements were, from the beginning, the foundation of all the worship life of the Christian community. . .We know now the basis of early Christian worship; sermon, prayer, and supper.”  (Cullmann, Early Christian Worship.  Trans. A. Stewart Todd and James B. Torrance.  London: SCM Press, 1953, pp.12, 20.

If we grant that this text records the activity of the early apostolic church under apostolic oversight and with apostolic approval, then it becomes significant for the ordering of our churches in the NT era, as Calvin thought it was.  Specifically, we will note the challenge then of how to understand “prayers” (ταῖς προσευχαῖς).  Are we to understand the apostolic church to have been a non-singing church, or is it likely that the term here includes sung prayers as well as spoken prayers?  I think the suggestion of F. F. Bruce is well-grounded, that the expression is a reference to the devotional worship of the church in general.  Just as the Psalm of Moses (90) is referred to as a “prayer” (προσευχὴ) of Moses, so also I understand the reference here to be a reference to all of the devotional addresses of the saints to God, whether spoken or sung.  Of course, the passage does not expressly indicate whether these “prayers” were OT psalms or otherwise, and the evidence of Acts 2:42 is not introduced to suggest that it is explicit on that point.  I do think it is relevant to the question of whether the language of the Bible makes a clear distinction between song and prayer.  I would suggest that it doesn’t; they are very similar elements of worship, elements of worship that, under certain circumstances, can even be spoken of by the usage of a single general term, προσευχὴ.  Acts 2:42 then tends to militate against the exclusive psalmist view that prayer and praise are such different elements of worship as to be differently regulated. 

B. 1 Cor. 14:26 What then, brethren? When you come together, each one has a hymn (ψαλμὸν), a lesson (διδαχὴν), a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for edification.


It is very unlikely that Paul is here referring to canonical OT psalms, when he says “each one has a hymn/psalm.”  It is far more likely that this refers to a hymn related to distinct NT realities, just as it is likely that the lesson, revelation, tongue and interpretation so relate.  Nor can the force of this observation be evaded by pleading that the hymn is an inspired NT hymn, by allusion to verse 15:  “I will pray with the spirit and I will pray with the mind also; I will sing (ψαλῶ) with the spirit and I will sing (ψαλῶ) with the mind also.”  While it is possible that the first of these (sing with the spirit) is a reference to charismatic/inspired song, there is no reason to believe that the second (I will sing with the mind) is such a reference.  Thus, there is nothing inherent in the verb itself, or the context, to suggest that it is a reference to anything other than an ordinary human song.

C. The Songs of Revelation


It is unnecessary for our purposes to make detailed observations about the songs found in John’s Revelation.  It is sufficient to observe that they are manifestly not OT canonical psalms, and that some are expressly christological.  Since the heavenly/eschatological pattern is that towards which we ordinarily strive, there is the greatest likelihood that it is proper for us to allow their song to be paradigmatic for our songs here on earth, in the two-fold way of being (negatively) not restricted to the canonical psalms and (positively) expressly christological.

An Assessment of Michael Bushell, The Songs of Zion:  

A Contemporary Case for Exclusive Psalmody
C & C Publications, Second ed., 1992

Introductory comments


Very rarely does one find a book with whose thesis he disagrees that he nonetheless warmly commends to be read by all.  Michael Bushell’s The Songs of Zion is such a book for me.  Considering his zeal for the question at hand, the book is as irenically written as one could desire.  His biblical, theological, and historical argumentation is thorough, precise, and fair (I could not detect a single example of a “straw man” anywhere in the book).  In a day when very few will demonstrate the patience necessary to evaluate theological or ecclesiastical matters carefully, this volume is an exemplary exception.  Further, he candidly concedes on many occasions that certain passages or arguments often considered in the discussion of this matter are not, in fact, decisive for either view (e.g., his recognition that neither Colossians 3 nor Ephesians 5 likely address the corporate assemblies of the saints).  Additionally, one cannot help but be impressed (in this and other works from exclusive psalmists) by the expressed desire and willingness to follow God’s will as revealed in scripture even if doing so might be unpopular.  Nonetheless, I find Bushell’s arguments unpersuasive, on the grounds indicated below.

I. The Progress of Revelation (and of Redemptive History)


Bushell’s implied view (I don’t believe he addresses it explicitly) of the progress of revelation appears to be problematic.  He candidly recognizes that the psalter itself was a matter of historical progress, that earlier psalms were supplemented by later psalms.  He also acknowledges that there were five “books” or collections of psalms that were at some point gathered into one.  Throughout the various epochs in which these psalms were composed, new songs were composed to celebrate (or lament) new historical developments.  However, Bushell accepts without explanation that this progress of revelation, and a corresponding progress in the production of devotional material, ceases with the close of the canonical psalms.


I suggest that the implied message of the Psalter itself is this:  That as God does new works of salvation and deliverance, His people properly respond in praise and thanks to these new works, composing new devotional material to correspond to the new acts of God.  That is, when the Israelites return from Babylon, they do not merely sing psalms about the deliverance from Egypt, even though one could certainly see the Exodus as “typical” of that later deliverance.  Rather, despite the obvious typology/analogy, they compose new songs to express their gratitude for this specific act of deliverance.  Throughout Israel’s history a three-fold pattern is evident:  Deed-Prophetic Interpretation-Song.  God acts, His prophets interpret those acts, and the people respond with appropriate song.  The “cessation” of new psalms in the OT corresponds identically with the cessation of OT revelation itself; that is, when God’s distinctive acts, prophetically interpreted, cease, the composition of new songs also ceases.  But any Israelite living in the period between the testaments would almost certainly have expected that the pattern of Deed-Prophetic Interpretation-Song would resume at the next epochal moment in her history.


When Christ entered human history incarnate, when he died and rose for God’s people, one would only expect, from the pattern revealed in the Psalms themselves, that there would be prophetic interpretation of this great act of God, and that there would be songs composed in response to the act.  It is for this reason that many of us reject the arguments of exclusive psalmody.  We reject them not because they have no plausibility; they have some plausibility.  But we believe they come nowhere close to bearing the burden of weight that rightly rests upon them.  How can one explain the silence of God’s people, who raised songs of praise, thanks, and lament at every comparatively-inferior moment in the history of redemption, when the supreme moment has arrived?  What has held the tongue of the once-composing-and-singing people?  What has curbed the devotional composition of a grateful people?  The song of Revelation, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain…” is precisely what one would expect.  And yet, ostensibly, we must await heaven to sing that song.  We may sing of the Lamb typologically through canonical psalms, but we may not sing of the Lamb expressly; even though Israel could sing expressly of deliverance from Babylon, and was not restricted to singing of it typologically through Exodus-psalms.


Every author structures his words in a certain way.  Whether in a sonnet-form, or in descriptive narrative of various sorts, authors present their thought in certain structures.  These structures inform the reader’s expectations of the author, and this accounts for why we read a book faster in its middle and concluding chapters than we do in the introductory ones; because in the earlier ones we are learning (whether we are self-concious of it or not) how the author is structuring his thoughts.  God is no less an author than human authors; He also structures His thoughts according to patterns that create expectations in us.  My suggestion, which I believe concords with the best of the history of the Reformed tradition, is this:  That God Himself establishes the pattern of Deed-Prophetic Interpretation-Devotional Response; God creates this expectation in us, by repeating it throughout history.  Therefore, exclusive psalmody, which disrupts this pattern at its climactic moment, must offer us more than question-begging, more than mere logical plausibility; it must assume the burden of explaining to God’s people why this pattern has now been discarded at the very moment when shadow gives way to substance.  And this, I respectfully submit, it has not done.


For an example of this view of the progress of revelation, recall that Michael Bushell notes that it is instructive that at the institution of the Lord’s Supper, a psalm (probably the Hallel, 118) was sung by Jesus and the disciples:  “We do not deny that the institution of the Lord’s Supper marks the beginning of the period of transition from the OT rite to the NT counterpart, but we do find it very significant that the Psalms were sung at precisely this point of transition” (78).  What I find significant is that Bushell finds this “very significant.”  What else could they possibly have sung at this moment?  Could they have sung “Jesus Christ is risen today” before he was raised?  Could they have sung “O Sacred Head now Wounded” before the cross?  In its original historical institution, the Lord’s Supper was itself proleptic of events that had not yet occurred; hymns had not yet been composed to celebrate those not-yet-accomplished events.  Jesus and the disciples therefore sang what other Jews did at the Passover, which is all one could have expected at the time.  


Such a diminished view of the progress of revelation has profounder affinities with Pietism than with the Reformed faith.  Pietism has always had a tendency to structure itself by the Gospels more than the Epistles (e.g.., red letter editions of the Bible), whereas the Reformed tradition has contentedly awaited the concluding words of revealed truth before structuring its faith and life.  Note the implicit Pietism in Bushell’s words about the psalm sung at the institution of the Lord’s Supper:  “As our Lord chose to die with the words of a psalm on His lips, should we not so live?” (79).  Well, we might as well ask:  “As our Lord chose to die without a canonical New Testament, should we not so live?”, and I, for one, would answer as emphatically as I could: “No!”  I don’t wish to live without the provisions God has made for His saints; I want all four gospels; I want thirteen Pauline letters; I want the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper; I want the pastors, elders, and deacons of the New Testament Church; and, yes, I want another thing that Jesus died without:  an empty tomb.  Jesus is an example of perfect humanity in the era of the Sinai covenant (Paul says he was born “under the law”); he is not and was not an example of what is sufficient for saints who live under the New Covenant administration.


My view on this is neither novel within the Reformed tradition nor Dispensational.  Many orthodox thinkers have recognized that Jesus was born “under the law” (Gal. 4:4, which Paul expressly says he and we are not under, Ro. 6:14, 15; 1 Cor. 9:20; Gal. 5:18), and that his life and teaching conformed to the reality of the covenant then in place.  He Himself said as much:  “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.  When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.  He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:12-14).  For this reason, many orthodox theologians thought even the so-called “Lord’s Prayer” was and is an inadequate guide for us:

The most plausible objection to it (the Lord’s Prayer), as a model for Christians is, that it contains no express reference to a Mediator, and answer through His merit and intercession.  The answer is, that it is an Old Testament prayer:  is intended as such, because that dispensation was still standing.  When it was about to close, Christ completed this feature of it, by enjoining the use of His name.  (Robert Lewis Dabney, Systematic Theology, p. 721).

As this prayer was given before the New Testament church was set up, so it is strictly adapted to the old, rather than the new economy.…There is in this prayer an entire want of what was afterwards prescribed by express precept from the same divine Master, viz:  asking for all blessings in the name of Christ.…This was not a defect at the time it was given.  That great event had not occurred, which would have rendered such a clause then appropriate and suitable. (Samuel Miller, Thoughts on Public Prayer, pp. 51, 52, 53).

Our Saviour at that time was minister of the Circumcision, and taught the doctrine of the gospel under and with the observation of all the worship of the Judaical church.  He was not yet glorified…That, then, which the Lord Jesus prescribed unto his disciples, for their present practice in the worship of God, seems to have belonged unto the economy of the Old Testament.  (Works, vol. xv, p. 14).

Ours is a free country, and Mr. Bushell is entirely free to live and die as he wishes--without a New Testament, without prayers offered in the name of Christ, without baptism and the Lord’s Supper, etc.  He is entirely free to live and die as Jesus did, without any of these things.  But his would then be a minority report in Christendom.  The rest of us want the Christian sacraments, the Christian scriptures, the Christian church-officers, the Christian prayers, and, yes, the Christian hymns.

II. A Mechanistic View of Inspiration


Bushell’s view of inspiration is very close to the mechanistic theory championed by some fundamentalists and dispensationalists, and repudiated by the majority of Reformed theologians (E.g., E. J. Young, Thy Word is Truth [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957], chapter 3, “The Human Writers of the Scriptures,” pp. 65-84.).  It implicitly denies the historical and human factors that contributed to scripture’s production.  Bushell suggests that the psalms were sung by the Israelites because God had given them, by inspiration, a collection of inspired literature.  This would be a fair and nice supposition, were not the facts manifestly against it.  The Israelites sang such things as the song of deliverance from Egypt, Deborah’s song, the song of Balaam, etc., in addition to the songs later collected in the psalter.  And we have every reason to believe they sang them for the same reasons:  that they were accurate, appropriate responses to God’s person and works, approved by the officers of the covenant.  Nothing in any of the biblical narratives suggests that any of the authors of these works was aware of being inspired when they were written; and, more importantly, nothing in the biblical narratives suggests that anyone else thought so.  That is, they sang them because they were appropriate and approved.  Later, much (but not all) of what was appropriate and approved was collected into the five collections that make up our present psalter.  Only after this fact, however, can we say that they were known to be inspired.  And on the same ground, we would assert that the songs of Deborah, Balaam, et al. were inspired also, though not in the psalter.  Therefore, the OT itself teaches that the OT saints sang a greater variety of material than was (later) collected into the canonical psalter.  It would be profoundly ironic, then, if the NT saints could not only sing no more than the OT saints, but less.  Even the Israelites were not exclusive psalmists.


I submit that the exclusive psalmists adopt a position foreign to the OT itself; foreign because it does not admit of devotional literature growing with redemptive history, and foreign because it excludes from corporate worship non-psalter songs that were sung by OT saints.  Those of us who include additional hymns are those who embrace the same principles as those saints (only applied to a later moment in redemptive history):  we sing songs that adjust to the new redemptive-historical realities; songs that are theologically appropriate; songs that are approved by the covenant-officers.


The ostensibly-pejorative category “hymns of human composition” applies to the various songs of the OT; whether those that were included in the psalter or not.  Humans wrote them.  Just as the authors of the New Testament wrote their works, under the influence of inspiration, so did the authors of the devotional literature of the OT.  There is nothing in the orthodox doctrine of inspiration to suggest that, under inspiration, people wrote better prose or verse than they did on other occasions.  The Greeks may very well have attributed such composition to the powers of the Muse, and may well have argued that such compositions were beyond the power of ordinary humans, but the apostles taught no such thing.  Inspiration does not make a less-artful man more-artful; and it does not make a less-eloquent man more-eloquent (indeed, there are stylistic differences between the various inspired authors; and, by traditional standards of literary criticism, one could even argue that some have a “higher” or “better” style than others).  There is therefore nothing impious in singing hymns composed by humans; the OT saints did this very thing.  Indeed, if one were to compare those various OT songs that are not in the psalter to those that are in the psalter, one would find few, if any, stylistic differences.  At a minimum, it is fair and just to require exclusive psalmists to use more-accurate language, something like:  “hymns of merely human composition,” or “uninspired hymns.”


If we compare the various OT songs (canonical and otherwise) to the best post-canonical songs, we find the same characteristics:  great love for God; fervent longing for His kingdom; combined with a perceptive and compassionate grasp of the human condition in light of God’s judgment and grace.  Therefore, it is not Impiety-towards-God-the-Inspirer, but Piety-towards-God-the-Creator/Redeemer, that induces us to rejoice in the work of those who are fearfully and wonderfully made (and remade by redemption) in the image of God.  The capacity to compose worthy devotional material is due to the wonder of our being created in God’s image; not to the wonder of inspiration.  There is no disrespect towards God’s work of inspiration when we say that the best work of Donne or Cowper rivals the best work of David; rather there is respect for God’s work of Creation, in creating David, Donne, and Cowper with humane and literary sensitivity.  Indeed, we might even suggest that had the Greeks enjoyed a biblical doctrine of humans being created in the image of a creative God, they would never have invented their doctrine of the Muse to account for sublime art.

III. Bushell’s View of the Sufficiency of Scripture


Bushell’s argument for exclusive psalmody differs from that of some exclusive psalmists.  He places almost no weight on Ephesians 5 or Colossians 3, for instance.  Rather, he argues that exclusive psalmody is a necessary correlate of the doctrine of the sufficiency of scripture, and indeed that the entire case for exclusive psalmody rests here:  “The assertion of the sufficiency of the psalter is of such strategic importance, in fact, that the whole argument for exclusive psalmody stands or falls with its vindication.  It is here, ultimately, that the battle for exclusive psalmody is to won or lost” (pp. 11-12, emphases mine).  Bushell’s view of the sufficiency of scripture differs from that of the majority of the Reformed tradition by coming dangerously close to suggesting that the OT scriptures are sufficient without the addition of the NT.  Consider this:  “The way of salvation finds expression in the psalter in terms every bit as clear and forceful as those in the New Testament” (p. 20, emphases mine).  Now, if the way of salvation is “every bit” as clearly and forcefully stated in the psalter as it is in the New Testament, one wonders what need we have for the New Testament.  We also wonder why the apostles preached, rather than merely read canonical psalms.  Why, for instance, did not Peter at Pentecost merely read a few psalms, and say to those assembled:  “That’s as clear and forceful as it gets; I can’t really add anything to it.”?  When the Ethiopian eunuch came to Philip, with questions about Isaiah 53, why didn’t Philip simply shrug and say:  “I don’t know; that’s as clear and forceful as I could have put it myself”?  Why didn’t Jesus Himself bumble through His incarnate life silent as a Tibetan monk, on the theory that everything about redemption was already revealed in the OT canon--“You search the Scriptures because that in them you have eternal life; and, come to think of it, that’s about all I have to say on the matter; they are as ‘clear and forceful’ as it gets.”?  I think to raise the question is to answer it:  The OT scriptures are not sufficient to reveal to the world God’s accomplishment of redemption in Jesus of Nazareth, God’s Christ; they are not sufficient to reveal to the church its ethic or polity; and they are not sufficient to reveal the Triune God, either ontologically or economically considered.  For these reasons, they are also not sufficient to express the worship of saints who are familiar with NT realities.  And, if they were sufficient, why wouldn’t the eschatologically-redeemed saints, whose worship is represented to us in John’s Revelation, have employed those psalms?  Why do the saints in the consummated state worship via something other than OT psalms, if those psalms are sufficient?  


Bushell’s argument appears to be this:  Since we have an inspired collection of devotional material, shouldn’t we assume that this inspired collection is complete?  This confuses what is inspired with what is sufficient.  At any moment prior to the close of the Christian canon, we have material that is inspired-but-not-sufficient.  Even the collections of material prior to that point are inspired collections, but not sufficient.  We might as well say that since the inspired proverbs are a collection of wisdom, we need not look anywhere else in the scriptures or the natural order to find wisdom.  That we have one wonderful collection of inspired wisdom sayings does not imply that such a collection is sufficient.  Jesus himself taught us to pray; by Bushell’s reasoning, shouldn’t we restrict our prayers to reciting the Lord’s Prayer?


Let me be sure that we are not missing Bushell’s point.  He appears to realize that having teaching in the OT does not mean that OT teaching is sufficient (despite the curious statement mentioned above from his p. 20); he similarly realizes that having prayers in the OT does not mean that OT prayers are sufficient; and that having prophetic interpretation of God’s acts in the OT does not render such prophetic interpretation sufficient.  In each case, as the events of the humiliation and resurrection of Christ occur, Bushell would concede that the apostolic interpretation of those events adds to our understanding of God.  Recognizing this, he must make a special case for why the psalter is sufficient for Christians in a way that the remainder of the OT is not.  He does this by stating that the psalter was a “collection” of songs to be sung in worship, and that it is given to us by God as our hymnal:  “If the Lord hands us a book of psalms and then commands us to praise Him in song, are we not then obligated to use the collection that He has given us?” (p. 13, emphasis his).  The reason Bushell excludes the non-psalter songs of the OT, such as the song of the sea or the song of Deborah, is because they are not part of this divinely-given “collection.”


Several problems attend this reasoning about a “collection.”  First, as we mentioned earlier, the canonical Proverbs are manifestly a “collection” of wisdom-sayings.  Why, then, would we not consider them to be a complete summary of human wisdom, not needing to be supplemented by anything else?  Similarly, the OT scriptures themselves were “collected” into a canonical corpus long before the birth of Christ; so why do we need any more scriptures after this collection is given to us?  The public proclamation of Christ (or a large part of it) is collected for us in the Sermon on the Mount; does this mean that preachers today can only preach the Sermon on the Mount?  The four canonical gospels are plainly collections of material on the history of the work of Christ; does this mean we can only speak about the work of Christ in the words of the canonical gospels?  

Second, even if we conceded (as I concede) that we are “obligated to use the collection that He has given us,” I do not infer from this the particular kind of use Bushell suggests.  When Christian hymn-writers study the Psalms carefully, to learn from them the characteristics of devotional material, they are indeed using the Psalms.  They use them as instructive, as examples of competent devotional composition within the era of the Sinai covenant administration.  The value of their being “collected,” is that we have a convenient place to turn to learn how to compose hymns.  But they use this “collection” the same way they use non-collected scriptural material, by learning from it what can be learned.  They use it as they use the so-called “Lord’s Prayer,” as a model from which we can learn a good deal about the composition of public prayer, but not as the only words that can be publicly prayed.


Third, in point of fact, the Lord did not “hand us a book of psalms,” as Bushell claims.  As he knows, the canonical psalter is itself a collection of five collections of psalms, none of which was “handed” to us, at least not in the sense that the decalogue was handed to Moses.  Presumably, then, Bushell means that God in His providence superintended the collection of each of these five collections into a single collection.  The Psalms are indeed a collection, even as the Proverbs are a collection.  But God certainly did not, even in this providential sense, hand these psalms to “us;” He handed them, providentially, to the members of the Sinai covenant community, not to the members of the New Covenant community.  He handed them to Jews, not to Gentiles; to members of a theocratic community, not to members of a non-theocratic community; to people who lived in a holy land, not to people who do not live in a holy land.  The Psalms are “handed” to us just as the OT scriptures are “handed” to us; they were providentially given to the members of the Sinai covenant, and were entirely adequate to their purposes.  But they were not given to the members of the New covenant as entirely adequate to our purposes.  Further, after He had handed them the first of those collections, why would they have sang any more (at least by Bushell’s reasoning)?  If being constituted as a “collection” makes something sufficient, how could there be five collections in the psalter?


The apostolic sermons were also inspired, by Bushell’s definition (we have an inspired record thereof).  Why wouldn’t we argue that the Acts of the Apostles, containing a variety of sermons preached to both Jews and Gentiles on different occasions, contains a sufficient collection of preaching to direct the church until the return of Christ?  Why wouldn’t we, on each Sunday, simply read one of the sermons from Acts?  By not doing so, are we denying the sufficiency of scripture?  No, we’re merely saying that the scriptures give us, taken in their entirety, enough examples of prayers, sermons, and hymns/psalms, that we can learn from them how to pray, and sing, and preach. 


The problem with Bushell’s argument from the sufficiency of scripture to the sufficiency of the psalter is not due to its being implausible.  The view is indeed plausible.  The question to be decided, however, is whether it is anything more than plausible, or indeed, whether it is more plausible than other options.  Conceding with him that if God has given us an inspired psalter, we should “use” it, why is it more plausible that we use it exclusively as our hymn-book, than that we use it to instruct us in the writing of Christian hymns?  Conceding that the Psalms are a “collection,” is the only plausible inference that they are an exclusive collection?  And since the New Testament not only complements the Old Testament elsewhere (and, in some senses, here also, because Bushell concedes that there are some NT hymns in the NT), but it expressly teaches the inadequacy of the OT to comprehend the work of Christ, why shouldn’t we expect the New Testament to complement the Old Testament here?  Indeed, Christ expressly said that that even His own earthly teaching was inadequate to that task:  “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.  When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come” (John 16:12-13).  Now, if the OT, even when supplemented by the instruction of Christ in his humiliated state, is inadequate to instruct regarding the person and work of Christ, how can it be that its hymnbook is adequate to offer praise and thanks for the person and work of Christ?  Is it not in fact implausible that a collection of psalms written before the humiliation and exaltation of Christ could be adequate to give thanks and praise for His humiliation and exaltation?
IV. Bushell’s View of the Regulative Principle of Worship


Bushell, in chapter four, exhibits a tendency I have often observed in students of reformed worship:  a recognition of “elements” and “circumstances”, but no explicit recognition of the category of “forms” of worship (nor does he recognize the category of “rubrics,” but this is not injurious to his argument).  The failure to add this third category weakens and confuses the discussion.  Some of Bushell’s candid statements about the difficulty of the element/circumstance distinction is due to the fact that some considerations regarding worship do not fall into either category.  I join our confessional heritage in also recognizing a third category of discussion:  forms.  A “form” of worship is the distinctive linguistic (or possibly, in the case of song, musical) content of an element of worship.  When one opts to sing Psalm 8, as opposed to Psalm 50, one is selecting one form versus another; and when one selects (especially from a metrical psalter) a different musical tune, one is again selecting a different form.  Singing of praise is an element of worship; but which song to sing is a formal consideration.  The following are representative samples of this use of the term in our confessional and traditional heritage (all italics in the following citations are mine):

LC Question 186:  “The whole Word of God is of use to direct us in the duty of prayer; but the special rule of direction is that form of prayer which our Savior Christ taught his disciples, commonly called the Lord's Prayer.”   

SC Question 99:  “The whole Word of God is of use to direct us in prayer; but the special rule of direction is that form of prayer which Christ taught his  disciples, commonly called the Lord’s Prayer.”  

Directory of Worship, PCUSA, 1829, V, iv:  …although we do not approve, as is well known, of confining ministers to set, or fixed forms of prayer for public worship…

Matthew Henry, A Method for Prayer,1819, includes a final chapter entitled:  “Some short Forms of Prayer, for the use of those who may not be able to collect for themselves out of the foregoing Materials”  What follows are sample prayers, complete in themselves.

Similarly, the following directions from the Directory of Worship of the Presbyterian Church in America would find parallels in the older, earlier forms of government from which these statements had been derived:

BCO 47-6. The Lord Jesus Christ has prescribed no fixed forms for public worship but, in the interest of life and power in worship, has given His Church a large measure of liberty in this matter.  It may not be forgotten, however, that there is true liberty only where the rules of God’s Word are observed and the Spirit of the Lord is, that all things must be done decently and in order, and that God’s people should serve Him with reverence and in the beauty of holiness.

BCO 52-4. Ministers are not to be confined to fixed forms of prayer for public worship, yet it is the duty of the minister, previous to entering upon his office, to prepare and qualify himself for this part of his work, as well as for preaching.

BCO 63-3. Family worship, which should be observed by every family, consists in prayer, reading the Scriptures, and singing praises; or in some briefer form of outspoken recognition of God.

Samuel Miller referred to the Book of Common Order of Geneva, and its use in Scotland, saying:  

But it is equally certain, that the prayers and other forms prescribed in that book were not intended to be throughout rigorously imposed on the conductors of public worship.  (Thoughts on Public Prayer, 1849, p. 135.

Charles Hodge appeared also aware of this use of the term, when he said:  

The Scriptures, therefore, which in all things outward, conform to what is the inward product of the Spirit, do not prescribe any form of words to be used in the worship of God (Discussions in Church Polity, New York, 1878, p. 159).

William Orme, in his Life and Times of Richard Baxter, p. 748, commented on the liturgy that Baxter had composed, saying among other things:  

It is not too much to say, that it is remarkable for simplicity, appropriateness, and fulness.  The forms of prayer contain variety without repetition, and are so scriptural that they are made up almost entirely of scriptural language; references to which he has thrown into the margin.  (Cited in Charles Baird, Presbyterian Liturgies:  Historical Sketches.  1856.  Grand Rapids: Baker, 1960, p. 171). 


From these above examples, we can observe both that a “form” is a different thing than an “element” or a “circumstance” of worship, and that a form is the particular lexical content of an element.  The so-called Lord’s Prayer, referred to in the catechism, is a “form” because it is a particular prayer, a prayer with specific content that distinguishes it from other prayers.  PCA BCO 52-4 refers to “forms of prayer” that are to be prepared for analogously to preaching; and Hodge expressly refers to “forms of words to be used in the worship of God.”   The term is used also in various Books of Discipline for forms of excommunication and other disciplinary sentences.


We might also observe here that our confessional tradition objects to “fixed forms,” which is our tradition’s short-hand for a full liturgy, imposed on all local congregations by ecclesiastical law.  This short-hand itself is sometimes shortened to “form,” as when R. L. Dabney refered to the “disgraceful incompetency of the clergy” in the “Dark Ages” as resulting in “the introduction of forms of prayer.”  (Sacred Rhetoric, 345, emphases mine). This usage is more pejorative than the more-neutral usage of it to describe, e.g., the Lord’s Prayer.  Yet the ability to move from the neutral to the pejorative, along with the ability to add or delete qualifying adjectives without changing one’s meaning, have probably contributed to this category of worship being less-well-recognized than the categories of element and circumstance.  Indeed, in a single page from Samuel Miller, we find the following expressions, when context suggests that Miller means the same thing by each expression:  “such prescribed forms…a form…such forms…to impose forms of prayer” (op. cit., p. 138).


While our tradition (confusingly) sometimes uses “form” pejoratively to refer to ecclesiastically-imposed liturgies, the above quotes are sufficient to demonstrate that there is also a neutral usage of the expression, merely to describe the particular content of a particular element of worship, whether proposed as an example or imposed as a necessity to be followed by rote.


Because Bushell does not operate with this third category, he finds himself choosing between whether the content of sung praise is an element or a circumstance.  Forced to make such a choice, he opts for element (which he sometimes call “substance” or “substantial,” as so here), saying:  “But because the words of the songs sung in religious worship necessarily have spiritual and religious significance, they must also be considered to be substantial parts of worship, and do not therefore lie within the realm of the discretionary power of the Church” (pp. 133-34).  To test this rationale is to disprove it.  If the test is this, that words that “have spiritual and religious significance” are elemental, and therefore non-discretionary, then what does this mean for preaching and praying?  We either are forced to preach or pray about things that are not “spiritual and religious” in their significance (e.g., sermons about politics), or, if we choose to preach and pray about things that are spiritual and religious, we must do so by reading only the sermons and prayers found in scripture.


This conundrum grows out of the exclusive psalmist treatment of one element of worship (songs of praise) as governed differently than other elements of worship.  For those of us whose principles govern all elements by the same criteria (intelligibility to the gathered saints, biblical fidelity, as well as all of the compositional considerations that are germane to any linguistic act), no such conundrum exists.  

V. The Arbitrariness of regulating the words of one element of worship differently than the words of other elements of worship


This conundrum mentioned above reveals what many of us have frequently found to be curious about exclusive psalmody:  It has a different criterion for regulating worship-song than it does for regulating the administration of the word or sacraments, or prayer.  It is not wrong to preach sermons “of human composition;” it is not wrong to pray prayers “of human composition;” nor is it wrong to confess the faith in creeds “of human composition;” but it is wrong, by their theory, to sing songs of human composition.  Further, I’ve not yet discovered a place where exclusive psalmists argue for why the element of singing praise is different from other elements of worship in such a manner that requires or permits this element to be differently regulated than other elements.  


As regards preaching, this is problemmatic enough (why would God be more careful to guard our words to Him than His words to us?); but as regards prayer, the matter is more significant, since singing praise and praying are so very similar.  If Psalm 90 is a “Prayer (προσευχὴ) of Moses,” and if we may lawfully sing this prayer (since it is a canonical psalm), why shouldn’t all prayers be regulated in the same manner, and be restricted to prayers found in scripture?  Can we sing any of Moses’s other prayers, or only the ones contained in the five books of the Psalter?  Why can we sing this one prayer, but not other prayers?  And why would we permitted to “pray” without being restricted to the words of scripture, while not being permitted to sing without this restriction?  

While admittedly there is something different, both formally and existentially, about singing and praying, they are not so different as devotional acts that the scriptures cannot refer to them by the same term.  Paul considers song and prayer to be similar also, and therefore his instructions for them (at least as regards foreign tongues) are identical.  At least in this passage, Paul regulates the lexical content of prayer and song by the same criterion, intelligibility:  

1Cor. 14:15 What am I to do? I will pray with the spirit and I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the mind also.

Concluding Summary


The scriptures themselves call God’s people to thank and praise Him for His character and His deeds, comprehensively and particularly, suggesting that He is also to be praised for that greatest act of deliverance, the deliverance of the elect from the curse of Adam’s sin and mortality.  There is also a pattern in scripture that at each important epoch in the history of redemption, God’s redemptive act is followed by prophetic interpretation of the act and by devotional response on the part of God’s people.  Prayer and sung praise are so similar in scripture that they can often be referred to by the same term, thereby suggesting that they are not sufficiently different, as elements of worship, to necessitate their being regulated differently.  Additionally, the pictures of the redeemed saints in the eschatological state never exhibit them as employing canonical psalms in their praise.  I therefore conclude that exclusive psalmody is not only not required by scripture, but is contrary to what scripture teaches.  That is, the principle of refusing to praise God expressly for all His mighty deeds is itself a violation of both the pattern of scripture and the express teaching of scripture; a violation of both the pattern of the canonical Psalms and the express teaching of the canonical Psalms.  Ironically, then, to be an exclusive psalmist, one must “exclude” both the pattern and the teaching of the Psalms themselves.

Bibliographic Note:


Since the earlier drafts of this were published, Douglas O’Donnell has published his God’s Lyrics:  Rediscovering Worship through Old Testament Songs (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010).  This is a careful study of the lyrics, not only of the canonical Psalms, but of other OT songs (such as the Song of Moses, etc.).  For those who wish the lyrics of Christian hymns to be influenced by the patterns established by the canon, though not restricted to the words of the canon (my position), I recommend O’Donnell’s book highly (indeed, I wrote a Forward for it, which is available on my website).

� While many ETs translate Ephesians 5:19 (and/or the parallel at Colossians 3:17) as “addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (e.g. RSV/ESV), the pronoun ἑαυτοῖς is there instead of the anticipated ἀλλήλοις, so perhaps it is better to translate as the KJV does, “Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,” in which case neither passage is addressing corporate worship at all.
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