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Music and the Protestant Reformation

In the divine prophetic scheme, the time of the end would be preceded 
by a period of 1260 years of dense spiritual and moral darkness, 
commanded by Satan through the church of Rome and the system that 

directs it: the papacy.

During the Middle Ages, the political strength of the Roman church knew no 
limits. Papal authority was enough to lay bare kings and subdue nations. The 
worst kinds of violence and cruelty were committed in the name of religion. 
Millions of faithful Christians were persecuted, tortured and killed.

However, the Lord mercifully cut short the suffering of His people, prompting, 
in the sixteenth century, a movement that would undermine the power and 
influence of the church of Rome: the Protestant Reformation.

In many ways the Protestant Reformation implied a radical break with 
principles, doctrines and practices implanted by Catholicism in the Middle 
Ages, and promoted the restoration of fundamental biblical truths. The 
doctrine of salvation solely by grace and justification by faith was restored. 
The Bible was enthroned as the only infallible guide. Christ was once again 
regarded as the only Mediator between God and humanity.

When Had the Darkness Begun?

Early in the early Christian church, the apostle Paul warned believers 
about the “mystery of iniquity” (2 Thessalonians 2: 7) and the “man of sin” 
(2 Thessalonians 2: 3), referring to the emergence, strengthening and 
predominance of the papacy that would occur in the centuries to follow.

In the fourth and fifth centuries AD, the church experienced a severe spiritual 
chilling. Christianity, formerly proscribed and discriminated against, after the 
“conversion” of the emperor Constantine became the official religion of the 
state. The simplicity of the gospel was cast aside and pagan doctrines and 
customs were introduced into the church.

“Almost imperceptibly the customs of heathenism found their way into the 

Music and the Reformation:  
historical context
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Christian church. The spirit of compromise and conformity was restrained 
for a time by the fierce persecutions which the church endured under 
paganism. But as persecution ceased, and Christianity entered the courts 
and palaces of kings, she laid aside the humble simplicity of Christ and His 
apostles for the pomp and pride of pagan priests and rulers; and in place 
of the requirements of God, she substituted human theories and traditions. 
The nominal conversion of Constantine, in the early part of the fourth century, 
caused great rejoicing; and the world, cloaked with a form of righteousness, 
walked into the church. Now the work of corruption rapidly progressed. 
Paganism, while appearing to be vanquished, became the conqueror. Her 
spirit controlled the  church. Her doctrines, ceremonies, and superstitions 
were incorporated into the faith and worship of the professed followers of 
Christ.”1

“Most of the Christians at last consented to lower their standard, and a union 
was formed between Christianity and paganism. Although the worshipers of 
idols professed to be converted, and united with the church, they still clung 
to their idolatry, only changing the objects of their worship to images of Jesus, 
and even of Mary and the saints. The foul leaven of idolatry, thus brought into 
the church, continued its baleful work. Unsound doctrines, superstitious rites, 
and idolatrous ceremonies were incorporated into her faith and worship. As 
the followers of Christ united with idolaters, the Christian religion became 
corrupted, and the church lost her purity and power.”2

Changes in Music

In the early Christian church, music in worship was an important instrument 
of teaching the Word of God and fellowship among the brethren, as seen 
in Colossians 3:16 and Ephesians 5:19. Both biblical texts establish the 
types of songs that Christians should use in their meetings. Paul mentions 
the psalms, which maintained the musical tradition of Israel, and refers to 
hymns and spiritual songs. The hymns contained the truths of the Christian 
faith and served for teaching. The spiritual songs valued the communion 
between the brethren (koinonia), making the worship more spontaneous and 
participatory.

In the synagogues and houses where the Christians congregated, the music 
was sung with singleness of heart and devotion by the congregation. The 
songs reflected the simplicity of the gospel and the joy of fellowship among 
the brethren.

This picture, however, was totally  
modified in the Middle Ages

The central character for the modification of the function of the music in 
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worship was Gregory the Great, a pope who lived in the fifth and early sixth 
century, and in homage to who created the expression “Gregorian chant.” 
He was the main promoter of Schola Cantorum, a center specializing in 
teaching vocal music. In the Middle Ages, the music in the cult began to 
be sung only by professionals of the Schola Cantorum. The people did not 
actively participate in singing.

In the early Middle Ages, there was still congregational singing, but it was 
quite simple compared to the sophisticated singing of the soloists and choir. 
Over time the congregational singing was totally eliminated from worship.

Sacred music in the Middle Ages was characterized by being exclusively 
vocal. Musical instruments were rejected. The sacred music was solemn, 
severe, totally distinct from secular music. There was no division of musical 
time (beat) nor fixed rhythm. Harmonization in voices also did not exist: the 
chant was homophonic (sung in unison). The melody, was without leaps or 
large intervals.

The music was presented exclusively by the men who were members of 
the clergy, who sang only in Latin; thus the people did not understand the 
message of the song. The congregation did not take part in the praise.

Gregorian chant was the style of music that prevailed within the Roman 
Church throughout the Middle Ages. In this period:

1  The teaching of the Word was banished from worship.

“In order for Satan to maintain his sway over men, and establish the authority 
of the papal usurper, he must keep them in ignorance of the Scriptures. The 
Bible would exalt God and place finite men in their true position; therefore its 
sacred truths must be concealed and suppressed. This logic was adopted 
by the Roman Church. For hundreds of years the circulation of the Bible was 
prohibited. The people were forbidden to read it or to have it in their houses, 
and unprincipled priests and prelates interpreted its teachings to sustain 
their pretensions.”3

“It had been Rome’s policy, under a profession of reverence for the Bible, to 
keep it locked up in an unknown tongue and hidden away from the people.”4

Besides the mass being performed in Latin so that only the clergy could 
understand it, the use and handling of the Scriptures by the people, in worship 
or outside it, was forbidden and penalized. So strong was oppression that 
only in the last centuries of the Middle Ages did the translations of the Bible 
into the vernacular begin to be made.
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2  Worship lost its communal character.

The sacred music of the Middle Ages remained for a long time in the hands 
of the monks. Many of them dedicated themselves exclusively to music and 
were expertly trained in the art of singing. In addition, they knew how to write 
music, unlike secular musicians, who could play and sing only by ear.

The monks were the music “professionals” and took care of the liturgy. 
The congregation was participating less and less. The worship became 
clericalized. The ecclesiastical system of hierarchy excluded the figure of the 
layman. The people were placed in the category of being mere spectators. 
The church was more a hierarchy-led institution than a community of 
believers saved by Jesus.

Even the architecture of the chapels was adapted to the new conception 
of worship. The inner structure of the houses of worship was designed to 
distance the altar from the congregation, reflecting the distance between the 
people and the clergy. It came to the point that the maximum participation of 
the people in the church was to pray silently.

3  The worship became formal and pompous, distancing itself 
from the simplicity of the gospel.

Catholic rites and ceremonies were characterized by ostentation and 
outward pomp, which, while dazzling and captivating the imagination, 
served only to confound the minds of the people,5  leading them to bid true 
worship farewell.

Impressively, Ellen White describes the ostentation of Catholic worship, warning 
of the danger of being impressed by forms and departing from the true religion:

“Many Protestants suppose that the Catholic religion is unattractive and that 
its worship is a dull, meaningless round of ceremony. Here they mistake. 
While Romanism is based upon deception, it is not a coarse and clumsy 
imposture. The religious service of the Roman Church is a most impressive 
ceremonial. Its gorgeous display and solemn rites fascinate the senses of 
the people and silence the voice of reason and of conscience. The eye 
is charmed. Magnificent churches, imposing processions, golden altars, 
jeweled shrines, choice paintings, and exquisite sculpture appeal to the love 
of beauty. The ear also is captivated. The music is unsurpassed. The rich 
notes of the deep-toned organ, blending with the melody of many voices as 
it swells through the lofty domes and pillared aisles of her grand cathedrals, 
cannot fail to impress the mind with awe and reverence. 



8

Music and the Protestant Reformation

“This outward splendor, pomp, and ceremony, that only mocks the longings 
of the sin-sick soul, is an evidence of inward corruption. The religion of 
Christ needs not such attractions to recommend it. In the light shining from 
the cross, true Christianity appears so pure and lovely that no external 
decorations can enhance its true worth. It is the beauty of holiness, a meek 
and quiet spirit, which is of value with God. 

“Brilliancy of style is not necessarily an index of pure, elevated thought. High 
conceptions of art, delicate refinement of taste, often exist in minds that are 
earthly and sensual. They are often employed by Satan to lead men to forget 
the necessities of the soul, to lose sight of the future, immortal life, to turn 
away from their infinite Helper, and to live for this world alone.

“A religion of externals is attractive to the unrenewed heart. The pomp and 
ceremony of the Catholic worship has a seductive, bewitching power, by 
which many are deceived; and they come to look upon the Roman Church 
as the very gate of heaven. None but those who have planted their feet 
firmly upon the foundation of truth, and whose hearts are renewed by the 
Spirit of God, are proof against her influence. Thousands who have not an 
experimental knowledge of Christ will be led to accept the forms of godliness 
without the power. Such a religion is just what the multitudes desire.”6

A Decline in Papal Influence

By the thirteenth century Europe was in great social and moral decline. 
Plagues increased. There was hunger everywhere. The monks came to be 
seen as a privileged class, sheltered in their monasteries. They became 
unpopular. They were interested in maintaining their possessions and did 
not care about the needs that the people faced. The church of Rome was 
corrupting itself more and more. The sins of the popes were known to all. 
Wickedness has become widespread.

At the end of the Middle Ages, the church, in deep financial difficulty, 
intensified the sale of indulgences. The people began to suffer greater 
oppression. It was in this environment of moral degradation that the Lord 
opened the way for the Protestant Reformation.

Although true faith has been preserved from faithful to faithful century by 
century,7 the gospel, for hundreds of years, has been obscured by dense 
darkness. Now came the moment when the light of truth should shine 
brightly, preparing the world to the still more intense light that would shine 
some three centuries later, at the time of the end.

All these facts were in the plan of God, present in the prophetic word from 
ancient times.
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Christians must know the story. The study of history is important because 
through it we realize that God has in His hands the control of the great facts at 
all times. He leads them according to His sovereign will, to attain His purposes.

As we see God’s care with His people in the past, we can be assured that 
He will take care of us.

“We have nothing to fear for the future, except as we shall forget the way the 
Lord has led us, and His teaching in our past history.”8  

1. The Great Controversy, pp. 49, 50.
2. Ibid., p. 43.
3. Ibid., p. 51.
4. Ibid., p. 269. 
5. Ibid., p. 235.
6. Ibid., pp. 566, 567. 
7. Ibid., p. 97.
8. Christian Experience and Teachings of Ellen G. White, p. 204. 
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The year 2017 is marked by tributes and celebrations for the 500th 
anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. Five centuries have 
passed since that momentous and historic Wednesday, October 

31, 1517, when a brave and intrepid Augustinian monk, Martín Luther, the 
greatest hero of the Reformation, affixed with nails on the door of the Church 
of Wittenberg a simple paper containing his famous 95 theses against the 
false doctrine of indulgences.

On October 31, Martin Luther shook the very foundation of Christianity, which 
transformed religion, education, languages, economics, and sciences, 
breaking the most entrenched paradigms of society; he also taught us to 
sing with a new meaning—to make music through a new language. That 
Wednesday changed the world forever.
The Spirit of Prophecy states in relation to the Reformer:

“Foremost among those who were called to lead the church from the darkness 
of popery into the light of a purer faith, stood Martin Luther. Zealous, ardent, 
and devoted, knowing no fear but the fear of God, and acknowledging no 
foundation for religious faith but the Holy Scriptures, Luther was the man for 
his time; through him God accomplished a great work for the reformation of 
the church and the enlightenment of the world.”1 

“Luther’s teachings attracted the attention of thoughtful minds throughout 
all Germany. From his sermons and writings issued beams of light which 
awakened and illuminated thousands. A living faith was taking the place of 
the dead formalism in which the church had so long been held. The people 
were daily losing confidence in the superstitions of Romanism. The barriers 
of prejudice were giving way. The word of God, by which Luther tested 
every doctrine and every claim, was like a two-edged sword, cutting its 
way to the hearts of the people. Everywhere there was awakening a desire 
for spiritual progress. Everywhere was such a hungering and thirsting after 
righteousness as had not been known for ages. The eyes of the people, 

Musical principles of the  
Protestant Reformation
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so long directed to human rites and earthly mediators, were now turning in 
penitence and faith to Christ and Him crucified.”2 

Luther: musician, singer, and composer

The connection between the Reformer and the music was always deeply 
intimate. In the times of great challenges and maximum danger to the 
Reform, Luther revived the weak faith of the church by singing “A Mighty 
Fortress Is Our God.” Hearing the inspired stanzas, the gloomy forebodings 
faded and many sorrowing hearts felt relief.

Luther was a German, a man of the people. His great ability to play the 
lute with mastery and to sing in a tenor voice was admirable. If there was a 
specific type of a northern German, music-lover, energetic, with an exalted 
temperament,  although intensely serious, Luther represented that type fully. 
As a child, before taking his religious vows and the holy orders, Luther had 
the typical upbringing and full preparation of a German choirboy, and like 
all other children, sang asking for alms in the processions that were often 
performed in the city, in weddings, as well as at funerals of local dignitaries. 
His total dedication to music influenced him in everything, not only in the 
German liturgy but also in his concept of education in Germany. His life was 
almost as important to the future of music as it was for the future of religion.

Music and its meaning for Luther 

Luther declared that the noble art of music is, as stated in the word of God, 
the most precious of the earthly treasures. It dominates all thoughts and 
senses, the heart and the spirit. He explained, “Do you wish to comfort the 
afflicted, calm the reckless and make him more peaceful? What better than 
our high, wonderful, beautiful, and noble art?  The Holy Spirit regards it in its 
highest esteem because through it the evil spirit departed from Saul when 
David made music with his harp. In the same way, when Elisha wanted to 
prophesy he asked that the harp be played. Therefore, it was not without 
reason that the church fathers and the prophets always wanted to be 
intimately connected to the Church and to music, one of the reason why we 
have so many hymns and so many Psalms today. It is through that precious 
gift, offered exclusively to human beings, that we are reminded of our duty to 
always praise and glorify God.”

On other occasions, Luther recommended to his followers to have more 
hymns so that the people could sing during worship and to accompany all 
the religious celebrations, following the example of the prophets and church 
fathers by writing hymns in German for the German people.
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In 1538 he declared that when the natural music is perfected and refined 
through art, we begin to perceive the perfect wisdom of God in His wonderful 
musical work. When a voice assumes a melody and around it are sung three, 
four, five, or even more voices, interacting, dialoguing, beautifying, and 
ornating with exquisite form the original melody—then, he felt, one can hear 
a preview of heavenly music.

The Protestant hymnal

One of the first publications of Protestantism was a song book. This is 
overwhelming evidence of the importance attached to music in the reform 
churches.

The growth of the Protestant hymnal was developed quickly and did not 
stop with Luther. The best melodies always had a prominent place in the 
repertoire of the Protestant music. At the same time, new songs were added 
and many others adapted for the singing of the faithful.

Protestant musical flourishing

Luther and the Protestant Reformation led to such a significant musical 
development in Germany that this country became the musical center of 
Europe for many centuries after the Reformation. Great German Protestant 
composers have been recorded in the history of music through their vast 
musical legacy.

“During the 17th century, the musical center of Europe passed from Italy to 
Germany. This change should be attributed to Protestantism. The vigorous 
growth of music culminating in the creative works of Johann Sebastian 
Bach, can be explained neither by political history of the Germans nor by 
its philosophy. It was rather the result of the Lutheran reformation and of the 
various religious movements that followed in their footsteps. And there are 
powerful reasons confirming that the great musical development has been 
the product of Protestantism.”3

It seems that the genius of the music had its wings cut during the Middle 
Ages. The art of sounds has proved to be a predominantly Protestant one. 
Protestant piety has found its best expression in the music. The jubilant 
faith of Luther, his joyful experience of God, his teaching of salvation by 
grace, made him shout into praises before God, and his feelings could find 
expression only in music. 

After this introduction regarding Luther in the Protestant Reformation and 
his connection to music, we will take the following paragraphs to study in 
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detail three of the most monumental new music principles that, under Divine 
Inspiration, would be practiced in the new church: 1) the principle of common 
singing, 2) the principle of singing in the language of the people, and 3) the 
principle of development of the musical language and instrumemts.

1  The principle of common singing

Before 1517, the Catholic Church was rigidly controlling religious music 
in Europe. The participation of the common people in the worship was 
practically nil. In the churches, the majority of the people was limited to 
listening to Gregorian chants, the official type of music for Catholicism, 
interpreted with one voice only by monks and sang exclusively in Latin. The 
participation of instruments in the Church was completely banned.

Luther broke those strict traditions and transformed the participation in 
Christian musical life, which for him should not be a privilege reserved only 
to the priests and choirs  performed by incomprehensible chants in Latin 
but it should rather be a part of the common people as “a gift from God.” 
As such, it should be accessible to everyone. “Embellishing and ornating 
their melodies in a magnificent way, the singers can lead others to the 
celestial music,” he said. Singing in Latin was replaced by hymns in the 
German everyday language, and that had become a key to the identity of 
the Protestant Church.

From the Protestant Reformation music is also a heritage of the people 
who worship. In the churches, community choirs, youth choirs, children’s 
choirs were organized, where absolutely all the faithful—including 
women—could sing (it is worth remembering that women were always 
excluded from all religious acts in the Catholic world). These choirs had 
a very intense participation in the religious life of Protestant communities 
and were a powerful means of spreading the message. However, choirs 
were not constituted with the aim of offering concerts of sacred music, 
but were mainly to accompany the congregation and guide it in singing 
in all the liturgical acts.
 
Another profoundly significant musical fact is that in the years immediately 
after the Protestant Reformation, composers of the Reformation—many 
of them really famous authors who have been recorded in history for 
their enormous contribution to the development of musical language—
transformed the form of musical writing for choir for a very special reason. 
Instead of placing the main melody in the voice of the tenor, as was often 
done until then, they placed it in the voice of the soprano. The reason was 
that for the congregation, it was truly easier to hear the main melody in the 
sharp and more obvious record of the choir than to do it on the tenor line. This 
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fact, no less, together with other profound transformations in the language 
of music, culminated in the prodigious work of Johann Sebastian Bach 
and Georg Friedrich Händel, the greatest and most celebrated Protestant 
composers of all time.

2  The principle of singing in the  
language of the people

The Protestant Reformation understood that in order for the people to be 
able to sing, it had to be done in a language that they could understanding. 
The medieval Latin was replaced by the vernacular languages, the means 
of communication of the common people.

Luther not only promoted the music for abstract reasons of faith, but he 
understood his unquestionable power to spread the message. He added 
original texts to recognizable traditional songs. This method was particularly 
useful in an era of ignorance since illiteracy in  Germany in the 1500’s was 
about 85% of the population; but they could learn these songs and transmit 
them very quickly. 

As a musician and composer, Luther was personally entrusted with driving 
such changes, seeking that even children learn music in their own language 
in schools and working with other reformers to produce Protestant hymnals 
that communities could use extensively.

In this way, the hymns of Luther were not only comforting to his followers, 
but it also attracted new converts. This new music spread from city to city 
before the Catholic authorities could silence it. And also as in other aspects 
of the Reformation, the printing press was key. The hymns of Luther were 
multiplied as pamphlets and were taught to whole cities by itinerant singers. 
Sometimes the hymns worked faster than he dis. In Magdeburg the collective 
intonation of his songs was able to convert the city even before the arrival of 
the theologian. Soon the Lutheran hymns came out of Germany, and began 
to be sung in other Catholic countries, and were even translated into English.

3  The principle of the development  
of musical language and instruments

Educational theories promoted by Luther and the Reformation were applied 
throughout Germany, later on in Europe, and eventually to the world which 
led to a great musical development. “A teacher must know how to sing,” 
Luther would always say with his characteristic dogmatic vigor. “If you don’t 
know how to sing, you can’t be one of us. If young people do not study and 
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do not practice music, I would never admit them into the ministry.” For that 
reason, teachers were generally well-trained in the art of teaching singing 
and musical elements. The musical foundation that the children received 
made it possible in many small towns as well as in some larger ones, to form 
musical societies, choirs, and orchestras.   

Even now we still find several musical manuals of the Protestant Reformation 
as well as post-Reformation times that teach music—including not only 
singing but also theory and composition. Many of them reveal a remarkable 
degree of musical quality by their users.  Toward 1620 historians describe 
the life and musical activities in Germany with these words: “Where there is 
not an organ, vocal music is accompanied by five or six stringed instruments, 
some of which were not even known in those cities before the Reformation.”
 
Therefore, we can affirm without question, that the Protestant Reformation was 
the most important historical factor in the development of musical language 
as we know it today. The creation of parochial music schools, where children 
and young people could study from their earliest age, produced a valuable 
advance in the history of music. Encouragement was given to the creation 
of new compositions, explorations of new sound resources. The paradigm of 
Gregorian modal music was broken in order to consolidate the tonal system 
of major and minor scales that continues to the present day.
 
In the process of exploration of new sound resources, a great development in 
the engineering of the construction of musical instruments was also propitious. 
Recall that the use of these had been outlawed, with the exception of the 
organ, in the religious music of Catholicism. The Protestant Church strongly 
encouraged and motivated the learning, interpretation and construction of 
new instruments. In this way the instruments were modernized to adopt the 
forms that persist until today. And other new instruments were also created. 
This impulse in the interpretation of musical instruments, produced as a 
happy result the formation of parochial orchestras of music that reached an 
outstanding technical level, being able to give life to the famous Cantatas, 
Oratories and Passions of Bach and Händel, for example

Luther’s music continued to be popular after his death. While Catholicism 
would continue focusing on visual representations of the Divinity through 
paintings and sculptures, Protestantism embraced the music. Later on, 
Protestant composers also made versions to their hymns. Johann Sebastian 
Bach extended the hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” into a magnificent 
30-minute cantata, while Felix Mendelssohn added it to his Symphony No. 5, 
known appropriately as the “Reformation” symphony. 
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To remember 

The Protestant Reformation broke many of the traditions of the day, 
establishing new music principles which would guide the artistic future of 
the churches until today.

• Music and singing are a means of converting souls to God and 
serve as a powerful missionary agent.

• Music is not a privilege of a chosen few. If possible, it should be 
interpreted by the whole congregation, without distinction as to 
gender, age, or social status. 

• The music should be interpreted in a language that is of easy 
understanding for everyone.

• The participation of the choir and orchestra have as a main objective 
to guide and encourage the participation of all the faithful in the act 
of worship.

• Congregational singing should be of simple melody and not have 
sophisticated harmonic and rhythmic development, so that it allows 
the correct comprehension of the message by all listeners.

• Musical instruments are welcome in the act of worship. Be inventive 
in shaping orchestras and various ensembles for the accompaniment 
of worship music. 

• Efforts are being made to the musical education of children and 
youth in the church. Thus were born the parochial schools of music.

• The Protestant art and music are primarily aimed at the human 
mind, seeking to impress it with the truth. It should not appeal to the 
senses, or to the fantasy, neither is it intended to fascinate.

• In Protestant music there is no place for display of virtuosity. The 
song addresses God as a community expression. 

Music Principles of the Reformation  
as found in the Spirit of Prophecy

In closing, it is important that we consider some quotes which reaffirm these 
musical principles from the reformation as applicable guidelines for our 
churches today:

“[Music] is one of the most effective means of impressing the heart with 
spiritual truth. How often to the soul hard-pressed and ready to despair, 



17

memory recalls some word of God’s—the long-forgotten burden of a 
childhood song—and temptations lose their power, life takes on new meaning 
and new purpose, and courage and gladness are imparted to other souls!”4

“Music forms a part of God’s worship in the courts above. We should 
endeavor in our songs of praise to approach as nearly as possible to the 
harmony of the heavenly choirs. . . . Those who make singing a part of divine 
worship should select hymns with music appropriate to the occasion, not 
funeral notes, but cheerful, yet solemn melodies.”5

“The value of song as a means of education should never be lost sight of. Let 
there be singing in the home, of songs that are sweet and pure, and there will 
be fewer words of censure and more of cheerfulness and hope and joy. Let 
there be singing in the school, and the pupils will be drawn closer to God, to 
their teachers, and to one another.  

“As a part of religious service, singing is as much an act of worship as is 
prayer. Indeed, many a song is prayer. If the child is taught to realize this, 
he will think more of the meaning of the words he sings and will be more 
susceptible to their power. 

“In the meetings held, let a number be chosen to take part in the song 
service. And let the singing be accompanied with musical instruments 
skilfully handled. We are not to oppose the use of instrumental music in our 
work. This part of the service is to be carefully conducted; for it is the praise 
of God in song. The singing is not always to be done by a few. As often as 
possible, let the entire congregation join.”6

“As our Redeemer leads us to the threshold of the Infinite, flushed with the 
glory of God, we may catch the themes of praise and thanksgiving from 
the heavenly choir round about the throne; and as the echo of the angels’ 
song is awakened in our earthly homes, hearts will be drawn closer to the 
heavenly singers. Heaven’s communion begins on earth. We learn here the 
keynote of its praise.”7 

1. The Great Controversy, p. 120.
2. Ibid., p. 133.  
3. Paul Nettl. From Luther to Bach, p. 7
4. Education, p. 168.
5. Evangelism, p. 507.
6. Ibid., pp. 507, 508.   
7. Education, p. 168.
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The Reformation initiated by Martin Luther in 1517 transformed the 
religious understanding of his time and the understanding of the 
relationship between the human being and the Creator. The concept 

of religious change influenced the various facets of the human experience, 
both in the political and ecclesiastical dimension of his time. Music, poetry 
and art are not exempt from the influences resulting from the Reformation. 
The new means of relationship between believers and the word and worship 
of God affected, in a great way, the music and, especially, the hymnology.

For this reason, the Protestant Reformation finds in music and hymns its best 
allies to connect and integrate those who come to worship God. The gospel 
is also felt in the hymnology.

Luther and his concept of music

Luther had a great appreciation for the value of music. He liked it and knew 
the art of composition. He also played the lute, admired the singing, and 
appreciated the musical art of the masters of his time. Through his personal 
influence, music made remarkable developments in worship. However, he 
did not conceive of this as an end in itself, but rather as a means at the 
service of the gospel. For this reason, music was considered a gift given 
by God and not by humanity. The musical capacity of the performer did not 
come into play nor was music viewed as an end in itself—but rather it began 
to blossom in terms of theology. Luther regarded music as one of the most 
powerful weapons in the fight against evil.

Luther himself expressed in one of his letters: “It is my intention, according 
to the example of the prophets and the ancient fathers of the church, to 
compose psalms for the people, that is to say, to write spiritual songs 
through which the Word of God can remain alive through singing.” Luther’s 
first musical collection consisted of 37 hymns, some of which came from the 
psalms, while others were translations of Latin melodies, and still others were 
original compositions for that hymnal.

Hymnology: from Luther to Bach 
Mighty Fotress: the anthem of the Reform
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The first hymnal of the Reformation

The Reform hymns were written on sheets that were initially distributed among the 
people. Then the first hymnals were printed. The first hymnal of the Reformation 
was called “Erfurt Euchiridiou” and was printed in the city of Erfurt in 1524. Very 
soon these publications had reached such great popularity that four printers of 
Erfurt were all working hard at the same time to satisfy the demand.

The hymns flooded the country and caused a profound influence on the 
minds of the people. The truth of God’s Word was thus transmitted in a way 
that the enemy was unable to counteract. Luther preached more with his 
hymns than with his sermons. One historian of the time stated: “Interest in the 
Protestant faith increased in an extraordinary way, due to the singing of his 
hymns. This occurred among all social classes and not only in schools and 
churches. There were Protestant songs in homes, in workshops, in markets, 
on roads, in the countryside.”

In this way Luther, along with the Reform hymns—songs of simple musical 
composition, richly elaborated from the truths of the gospel, expressed in 
the people’s language and adapted to the needs of the communities—
were consolidating a profound concept of music and hymnology and thus 
instituted a paradigm shift throughout the history of Western music.

The hymn of the Reformation

“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” is, par excellence, the hymn of the Protestant 
Reformation. It is the musical banner of the church in its conquering march 
during the terrible conflict against evil.

The most probable date in which it was written corresponds to April 19, 
1529, the day in which the famous protest of the princes, that gave place to 
the name of “Protesters” by which the reformers were known, was presented/
displayed to the Diet of Spires.

Let us elaborate by providing a brief musical analysis of the Reformation 
hymn from the elements that we can observe in the handwritten score of 
Luther and its subsequent transformations throughout the history. In this way 
we can introduce ourselves to the concept of the hymnology established by 
Protestant composers inspired by God.

We see here Luther’s autograph manuscript. This is the A Mighty Fortress 
anthem in its oldest version. The most appropriate musical term to refer 
to that form of composition established by the musicians of the Protestant 
Reformation is “chorale.”
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At first glance we discover the two fundamental elements of a Protestant 
hymn: 1) the melodic line and 2) the words of the text.

The melody is constructed from very simple intervals, integrated by sounds 
of quite broad duration and organized through a free rhythm. This allowed 
for easy and quick learning. All the people in the religious community were 
able to learn and understand this simple melody. They could also follow the 
slow rhythm of notes accompanying the words in the text.

All the sentences end with a note of longer duration. This allowed for a 
moment of joint breathing to begin singing again at the next sentence. It was 
established to make a caesura (brief musical pause at the end of a phrase 
for breathing and preparation for the beginning of the next sentence) that 
indicated the end of each verse of the letter of the hymn.

These first characteristics are fundamental to understand the musical spirit 
of the Protestant Reformation. The beauty of the art of music is expressed 
through the simplest and most transparent means. Intervals, melodies, 
durations and rhythms adapted to the possibilities of interpretation of the 
common people. There is no place here for virtuosity or technical display.

The relationship between text and music

The text of the hymn is located in the score just below the notes of the 
melody. All the stanzas were always located in the same place to indicate 
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that all should be sung with the same music. The hymn presents a practically 
syllabic structure, that is, for each syllable of the text there is a note of the 
melody. We observe a single exception to this characteristic in the central 
part of the hymn.

Luther found inspiration for his text in the words of Psalm 46:1, “God is our 
refuge and strength, a present help in trouble.” He elaborated his poem 
in a language and with a language that even the simplest person could 
understand. The strophic structure allowed for singing more of a text with 
the same melody, a characteristic that made it easier to memorize the hymn.

Melody

The melody is very simple. It is based predominantly on a series of melodies 
and intervals that are easy to sing in tune. The melody is not harmonized. 
The hymnbooks of the time of the reform that were widely used by religious 
communities presented exclusively a single melody and the words of the 
text. This melody was interpreted daily by a single voice throughout the 
congregation. The average record indicates that it was written for the human 
voice of man or woman. It is a simple melody, a melody for the people.

The structure

The hymn has three parts and the first part is repeated twice in a row. Then 
we can say that the Protestant hymn has an AABA structure. It is the form 
of the hymn that would later be the basis for the structure of the German 
classical song.

The development of Luther’s choir

Throughout history, the Reformation anthem was a source of inspiration for 
many interpreters and composers. From the harmonies of Johann Walter, 
a musician and close friend of the great reformer, to the genius of Johann 
Sebastian Bach and to the great Symphony No. 5 of Felix Mendelssohn, 
Luther’s choir accompanied the life of the history of the Church.

The chorale and the new tonal system

For the most part, the music of the chorales was strongly tonal and those 
chorales that survived from a modal past were modified by the tonal system 
as many of the popular melodies suffered the same transformation. In this 
way, the German composers contributed to this important change in the 
musical language. Not only Luther’s attitude towards music, but also the 
concrete materials at the disposal of composers and performers became 
powerful modernizing agents.
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Musical composition for chorales

Martin Luther and Johann Walter introduced choir singing in the liturgical 
service and established that the hymn should be learned first by the choir 
of the churches and then should be taught to the congregation. This is a 
key point in the historical ascent of Protestant music. The chorale, which 
was originally sung by the whole assembly, could drown out the choir. But it 
was not like that. The choir also held its place in the Protestant worship. Its 
function consisted in teaching the chorale to the congregation, so that with 
the passage of the time the congregation learned to sing all the melodies 
by memory.

Cantatas

After the motet and under the influence of the instrumental music, the Cantata 
appeared and found a very favorable place in worship. The Cantatas and 
musical Passions found quick acceptance in the service thanks to Luther, 
who kept the choir active and the choir allowed for the subsistence of choral 
creations in the Lutheran worship.

From Johann Sebastian Bach we have harmonizations for choir and also 
for organ. There are more than 300 choir chorales that appear in his 
Cantatas (narrative vocal pieces with instrumental accompaniment) and 
Passions (musical settings specifically depicting the sufferings and death 
of Jesus), each ending with a simple chorale. It goes without saying that 
the harmonizations of Bach are masterpieces because they are completely 
adapted to the meaning of the words of the text. Words merge with harmonies 
and acquire an amazing plasticity. The melodies for chorale were granted 
a personality through the harmonies with which Bach takes them, the same 
personality that had the words to which they were linked. His predecessors, 
even the eldest of them, harmonized the melodies and nothing else. Bach 
also harmonized the words.

Towards the end of the 17th century, chorales became one of the main 
characteristics of the cantata of the churches. Johann Sebastian Bach wrote 
almost 250 cantatas of this type, using chorales in many different ways. 
For example, the cantata entitled A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, written in 
1730, is based entirely on Luther’s hymn. The first movement presents the 
melody as a phrase played mainly by the orchestra, while the chorus intones 
a polyphonic texture in shorter notes. In the third movement this procedure 
reverses—the choir sings the melody while the accompanying instrument 
moves rapidly. The last movement is a simple harmonization as a hymn 
and is one of the most characteristic features of the music of the Lutheran 
church, as well as a part of the cantata in which the congregation united to 
sing the melody.
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Conclusion

For Luther, artistic expression was always at the service of the Word. 
Moreover, in the case of music and hymnology, this was a duo subjected to 
the skills of composers, but ultimately to the ultimate truths of God. In this 
context, the worship occupied a very important place in Luther’s reflections 
and his concern was to transform that event into something significant for 
the community.

His interest in making the Gospel understandable led him to transform it 
through the language of the people. His ability as a musician and poet 
achieved that popular songs and those everyday melodies of people 
entered the church and settled in the psalmody of worship. The new content 
was given by Scripture and the new didactic tool allowed him to make it 
known to the simplest of the community.

Congregational singing was installed and from then on, Christian communities 
began to participate with their voice of praise, without harm the theological 
content. What Luther achieved with his preaching in everyday learning was 
reinforced by the hymns in worship. This characteristic of Protestantism was 
constantly developed and today the songs, hymns and melodies multiply in 
many hymnbooks and songbooks. They express, as Luther did in the past, 
the melodic feeling of the community, crowning the worship with many kinds 
of song and melody. 



24

Music and the Protestant Reformation

Scripture bids Christians to be “speaking to yourselves in psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your 
heart to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:19). How? The verse explains that 

it’s by having “the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom.” Thus we 
will be fortified not only to speak through music, but also be “teaching and 
admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing 
with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Colossians 3:16). 

In order to teach and admonish, we need to know something. No qualified 
teacher speaks ignorantly; we need to be equipped with something 
worthwhile to offer. We need to be brimming over with solid knowledge of 
Christ and be sanctified by the truths of His word—and the Lord’s character 
is to govern our lives, including the music we offer to Him.  
So, how has music—a vital component of Christian experience—revived 
and developed since the early days of the Protestant Reformation? 

Hymns

Like psalms, hymns were already part of Jewish worship in Jesus’ day. (See 
Matthew 26:30; Mark 14:26). After the decline of the ecclesiastical world 
during the dark ages, a key element restored by Martin Luther (1483–1546) 
was for music to be a tool to promote the gospel, not eclipse it. Luther 
composed hymns and chorales in the language of the people, preaching 
the incarnation, the cross, and the resurrection—all based around Scriptural 
truths. This is still the heritage of most hymns today. Many were penned by 
great pillars of the Christian faith and are filled with wisdom, rich doctrinal 
insight and a depth born from adversity and abiding trust in the Almighty. 

Psalms

John Calvin (1509–1564), another early Protestant leader, favored psalm 
singing. Psalms are directly inspired in Scripture and singing them makes 
their truths more accessible. The music of the psalters was known for 
simplicity and modesty, radiating with innocence and purity. 

Music in the Protestant  
Reformation:  
From Luther to Today
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Spiritual songs and intelligent worship

A spiritual song might express the joy of one’s salvation or extol the majesty 
and power of Christ. If God bestows musical talent upon us, we are duty-
bound to develop it to His glory, not our own. Skill comes by applying one’s 
mental and physical powers to a task—and our Creator has entrusted all 
gifts with this aim in mind. We are told: “Sing ye praises with understanding” 
(Psalm 47:7). “I will pray with the spirit, and I will pray with the understanding 
also: I will sing with the spirit, and I will sing with the understanding also” (1 
Corinthians 14:15). 

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750) feared God and masterfully harmonized 
many of the 5,000 chorares  existing in his day. Then, the great hymn and 
anthem composers of the 18th and 19th century continued this practice 
with melodious tunes and pleasant tonal harmony. The results were positive: 
Scientific research links the style of music composed by Bach (and, to some 
extent, others also in the classical era shortly thereafter) with promoting positive 
frontal lobe activity in the human brain. The frontal lobe is the conscious, 
decision-making portion of the brain as well as the seat of religious conviction. 

What about today?

There’s no question about it. Musical styles have been changing, especially 
over the last 50 years. Is sacred music just to “swing” with the times or 
instead be based on healthy, edifying principles?

Today, the age of electronics is streaming the airwaves with music 
everywhere. Rock is the most common musical style, with 187 variations of 
it in 12 categories. Not all types are loud; some are fairly subtle, but all bear 
the same characteristic beat pattern. 

Where did it all come from? What is its origin? 

Actually, Rock music was built on a foundation of pride, rebellion, sensuality, 
illicit drugs, paganism, immorality and widespread blasphemy. What are its 
effects? Mounting evidence links the “stopped anapestic beat” (emphasis 
on the 2nd and 4th beats) of Rock drumming to muscle weakness, 
overstimulation of the adrenal glands, and an adverse effect on the ability to 
think and learn. The driving beat, hypnotic repetition, and sensuous “blues” 
harmonies actually produce a mesmerizing, drug-like effect on the human 
body, breaking down individual consciousness.

The only difference in so-called “Christian” Rock is the words. It’s part of the 
pop culture stemming from mass media and aggressive commercial forces 
to trigger raw emotion rather than inspire nobility of character. The products 



26

Music and the Protestant Reformation

of the $3 billion-a-year Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) industry are 
typically characterized by light, often trite, quasi-religious lyrics with the 
same incessant backbeat (off-beat) as secular Rock, being designed to 
lure innocent young people into a carnal atmosphere of presumptuous 
counterfeit faith. It promises a mystical new worship experience, but too often 
constitutes a disturbingly irreverent paganization of modern worship. The 
attempt to modernize the church in such a way is lethal to real spirituality. It 
is a stark contrast to the historic genuine revivals among God’s people which 
moved forward successfully by first going back—back to promoting the self-
denial of the cross and God’s standards of moral behavior. 

What is our duty?

How should sincere Christians respond to insidious attempts to allow various 
forms of Christian Rock to creep into their worship services? Jesus has given 
us no example of timidity when confronted with evil. He boldly stood up 
to the moneychangers who polluted the sanctuary of God, revealing the 
importance of having courage to take a stand whenever the worship of the 
Holy One of Israel is at stake. We need to keep this in mind “and have no 
fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them” 
(Ephesians 5:11). 

How has CCM dragged people down spiritually? 

Many today have been conditioned to assume that universal acceptance 
and tolerance for worldly affections and behavior is more important than 
exercising biblical discernment. Contemporary Christian songs utilizing 
Soft Rock, Pop/Rock, Country Rock and Easy Listening Jazz styles tend 
to support an easy, cozy falling-in-love-with-God feeling that carnal minds 
crave. Yet the lax, casual attitude that results is perilous in the antitypical Day 
of Atonement since “the thoughts and feelings combined make up the moral 
character”1 by which we are judged.

From a camp meeting in Indiana, U.S.A., near the turn of the 20th century, 
a minister wrote to Ellen White to express concern about the false doctrine 
there, bemoaning its influence that was egged on by the music. The Lord’s 
messenger foresaw: 

“The things you have described as taking place in Indiana, the Lord has 
shown me would take place just before the close of probation. Every uncouth 
thing will be demonstrated. There will be shouting, with drums, music, and 
dancing. The senses of rational beings will become so confused that they 
cannot be trusted to make right decisions. And this is called the moving of 
the Holy Spirit. 



27

“The Holy Spirit never reveals itself in such methods, in such a bedlam of 
noise. This is an invention of Satan to cover up his ingenious methods for 
making of none effect the pure, sincere, elevating, ennobling, sanctifying 
truth for this time.”2 

A healthy fear of God

The early Christians feared God. This was not so much a fear of incurring His 
wrath as of disappointing the Lord whom they adored. It was not so much a 
dread of suffering as a dread of wrongdoing. Likewise, faithful worshipers in 
Old Testament times had the same reverent attitude when they bowed in holy 
awe before the King of kings. 

Yet, today, instead of heeding the opening command of the three angels’ 
messages, “Fear God and give glory to him; for the hour of his judgment is 
come” (Revelation 14:6), most are more eager to foster self-esteem and self-
glorification than to humbly please the Almighty and “abstain from fleshly 
lusts, which war against the soul” (1 Peter 2:11). 

The primary purpose of music in worship is to prepare our minds for the 
reading and presentation of God’s word. The words of Christ are spirit and 
life (John 6:63), so Scripture is to be the focus and main emphasis of the 
service, not the music. Also, the priority in music is not to be whether people 
like it, but rather whether God likes it—whether it reflects His holy, majestic 
character. The result of a worship service should be to teach truth that will 
convict souls of His Word, not try to instigate an entertainment-based “high.”

Ongoing reformation: What needs to be reformed?

We are warned that Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, “offered strange 
fire before the Lord, which he commanded them not” (Leviticus 10:1). The 
word here rendered “strange” also indicates “profane” and reminds us that 
God is particular about the offerings presented before Him. As a result of 
their irreverence, “fire went out from the Lord and devoured them, and they 
died” (Leviticus 10:2) revealing God’s displeasure. 

Likewise, when deciding about appropriate music in the worship of God, we 
need to ask:

1  Does this music help me appreciate the Scriptures more? (With worship 
based primarily on God’s holy Word, e.g., Luke 14:16, 17; Acts 13:27; 15:21.)

2  Does this music inspire me with reverence and reflect God’s pure, holy, 
majestic character?
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3  Does this music motivate me to repent of sin and encourage me to 
disciplined, godly living? 

4  Does this music make me inclined to separate from the world, its 
affections, and lusts?

5  Does this music make me love His moral law of Ten Commandments and 
look forward to seeing Jesus return soon?

Music enters the brain through the temporal lobe and immediately the limbic 
system—the seat of emotion—responds. So, the first thing affected is our 
feelings. Some music then favorably affects the frontal lobe—the seat of 
reasoning, intellect, and religious conviction. It reflects the principles of 
Philippians 4:8, inspiring qualities that are true, honest, just, pure, lovely, of 
good report, virtuous, and praiseworthy. As mentioned, scientific research 
links Baroque and general classical-style music (typical styles found between 
the years 1600–1850, more or less) to healthy stimulation of the frontal lobe.
But music with a repetitive off-beat, as in Rock, is actually linked to frontal 
lobe shrinkage. Can we really afford to have our frontal lobes shrunken right 
now? If not, why not?

The seal of God vs. the mark of the beast

We live in a uniquely solemn hour. Since 1844, our Advocate has been 
pleading in our behalf in the most holy place of the heavenly sanctuary. The 
cases of all who have professed the name of Christ are being presented 
before the court of heaven. 

“All who would have their names retained in the book of life should now, in 
the few remaining days of their probation, afflict their souls before God by 
sorrow for sin and true repentance. There must be deep, faithful searching 
of heart. The light, frivolous spirit indulged by so many professed Christians 
must be put away. There is earnest warfare before all who would subdue the 
evil tendencies that strive for the mastery. . . . 

“The judgment is now passing in the sanctuary above. For many years this 
work has been in progress. Soon—none know how soon—it will pass to the 
cases of the living. In the awful presence of God our lives are to come up in 
review.”3 

We are judged according to our deeds and the motives that prompt them. 
“Many do not realize what they must be in order to live in the sight of the Lord 
without a high priest in the sanctuary through the time of trouble. Those who 
receive the seal of the living God and are protected in the time of trouble 
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must reflect the image of Jesus fully.”4 This means to have cultivated the 
actual character of our Lord and Master, nothing less.

The frontal lobe and our salvation

Those who receive the mark of the beast will receive it in their right hand or in 
their forehead (Revelation 13:16)—meaning they will either behave wrongly 
or will believe wrongly. But the seal of God (Revelation 7:2, 3; 20:4) is placed 
only in the forehead, that is, settled in the frontal lobe of the brain. 

What does this have to do with music? We saw earlier the link between 
certain styles of music and the frontal lobe. Therefore, isn’t it logical to 
choose musical styles that help us receive the seal of God—not hinder us?

The aim of the Protestant reformation spearheaded by Martin Luther was for 
music to be a tool to enhance the clarity of the gospel—not to be a distraction 
to entertain itching ears and lull souls into the ease of carnal security. There’s 
too much at stake now! Reformation must live on. Let us not grieve our Lord 
with worldly lifestyles and carnally-driven music. There’s no time to lose, “for 
the time is come that judgment must begin at the house of God: and if it first 
begin at us, what shall the end be of them that obey not the gospel of God?” 
(1 Peter 4:17). 

1. Testimonies, vol. 5, p. 310.
2. Selected Messages, book 2, p. 36. [Emphasis added.]
3. The Great Controversy, pp. 489, 490.  [Emphasis added.]
4. Early Writings, p. 71. [Emphasis added.]
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 MUSIC IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

Religion and art have been closely connected ever since the beginning 
of the world. God has a keen artistic sense. On each of the six days 
of creation, He approved what He Himself had done. He saw that 

everything was good, that everything was beautiful. Nature, mankind, and 
the Creator enjoyed complete communion with one another. But after sin, the 
relationship between Creator and creature was broken and now man had to 
turn to God through offerings and worship.

Worship could not be performed in the vulgar language of everyday life. 
When addressing God, the people were expected to speak differently. This 
form of expression became known by the name of “cantilena”. The cantilena 
was a kind of sung declamation of a text. In Israel, the Scriptures were 
not only read, but sung, so as to be fixed in the minds of the people and 
thus, transmitted orally from generation to generation. Musical instruments 
accompanied the cantilenas.

The music of that time had some interesting characteristics:

1  The song was constructed from a small musical fragment. The musical 
phrases were short, which facilitated memorization.

2  The rhythm varied according to the words. The music was completely 
subordinate to the text. The rhythm was made to fit the punctuation of the 
words that were being sung.

3  The music was of an improvisational character, meaning that the singer 
could use different melodic structures, so long as they were compatible with 
the text. At that time there was no sheet music as we know it today, but 
instead there were accents that indicated when to raise or lower the pitch 
of the voice while reading the Scriptures. Intonation was determined by the 
structure of the written phrase.

A brief history of sacred music 
until the Protestant Reformation



31

4  There was also a certain freedom of vocal ornamentation, provided, of 
course, that it be subordinate to the text.

5  Microtones, intervals smaller than the semitone, were used.

6  The music was monophonic, that is, the singing was done in unison. It 
was not until much later that the concept of harmony was introduced.

Old Testament Records of Song

The history of music in the Old Testament includes both secular and sacred 
song. Some scholars argue that there was a musical form throughout the 
Old Testament. This is indeed very likely since music was of such great 
importance in Israel, more so than in other nations. But unfortunately, we do 
not have any records of the music from that time; all that we have are the 
lyrics.

Yet, in Genesis, chapter 4, we find the song of Lamech, a song of pride and 
revenge, in which he explains why he killed a man. In the same chapter, the 
Bible states that Jubal was the father of the harp players—this being the 
first reference of musical instruments in the Bible. Neither Lamech nor Jubal 
were followers of Jehovah.

The first song inspired by God appears in chapter 15 of the book of Exodus, 
which Moses composed shortly after the liberation of Israel in the Red Sea. 
This song is so important that it will be sung again by the saved in heaven, 
according to chapter 15 of Revelation. Inspiration tells us that the song of 
Moses was sung by all the people of Israel on the journey through the desert.

“As the people journeyed through the wilderness, many precious lessons 
were fixed in their minds by means of song. At their deliverance from 
Pharaoh’s army the whole host of Israel had joined in the song of triumph. Far 
over desert and sea rang the joyous refrain, and the mountains re-echoed 
the accents of praise, ‘Sing ye to the Lord, for He hath triumphed gloriously.’ 
Exodus 15:21. Often on the journey was this song repeated, cheering the 
hearts and kindling the faith of the pilgrim travelers.” Education, p. 39.

On the journey through the desert, other songs were composed and taught 
to the people of Israel. For example, chapter 32 of the book of Deuteronomy, 
with 43 verses, is known as the song of the swan, a song that had to be 
memorized by all Israelites. The passage from verses 4 to 7 of Deuteronomy 
6, called the “schema”, was a song Israelite families sung daily during the 
morning worship services in the desert.
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The Old Testament records songs of war, of triumph, of marching, of harvest, 
of labor, of love, of lamentation, of marriage, and much more. There were 
secular chants for the various aspects of life in society.

Music in Israel during the time of David 

The history of ancient music in Israel can be divided into the time before 
and after David. During the reign of David, the musical ministry of the 
Levites was established. In total, there were 4,000 Levites serving as 
musicians. These were responsible for the music and performed for all 
temple services. The choir consisted of 288 members, distributed into 
24 groups of 12 persons each. The three sacrificial services each, along 
with Sabbath services, required that all groups perform in some way each 
week. It is likely that all the groups would join together in playing for special 
occasions and larger events.

The Levitical musicians could only begin working in the Temple at the age of 
30. The length of their service was 20 years, and at age 50 they would retire. 
The period specific to musical learning lasted for five years, not including the 
years of childhood during which the Israelite songs were learned. The music 
of the Temple was done in unison, most of the time at a loud volume and high 
pitch. The instrumental accompaniment was also performed in unison or in 
octaves with the singers.

The Levites were responsible for maintaining a musical tradition, since they 
possessed musical training and technical ability. The Bible says they were 
chosen by God for the ministry of music (1 Chronicles 6:31; 25: 1). Not only 
did they have a natural gift, but they studied and dedicated themselves 
exclusively to music.

David was a great musician and leader. He personally selected the Levites 
who would direct the music in the Temple. The singers Heman, Asaph and 
Ethan were chosen to be leaders of the instrumental musicians. All were led 
by Chenaniah, who also led the choir. In addition to the Levite musicians, 
some priests played trumpets.

The Psalms

One cannot study the music of the Old Testament without looking at the 
Psalms. The Psalms were basically the sacred songs of the people of Israel. 
To this day, the psalms are sung, that is, they have been used to praise God 
for four thousand years straight.

The main work that contains the psalms is the book of the Bible called 
“Psalms”, with 150 songs, which were accompanied by musical instruments. 



33

These psalms were composed within a period of a thousand years. The first 
of these was Psalm 90, written by Moses; the last ones, such as Psalm 126 
and 137, were written after exile.

The most prolific composer of the psalms was David: 73 of them are his own. 
The other psalms were written by different people, such as: Solomon, Asaph, 
and the sons of Korah, among others.

At first, the psalms were sung only by the Levites in the temple, but then the 
congregation began to participate more actively. Hence came the responsorial 
singing, in which the congregation responded with small acclamations, and 
later antiphonal singing with the repetition of whole choruses.

During the exile in Babylon, the psalms served as a consolation to the Jews 
and became very popular. They were sung at national religious festivals and 
even at private gatherings.

Psalms are a powerful tool for spiritual edification. Their words serve as the 
basis of devotion for many Christian families. Sure, in the psalms we may 
find many doctrines, but above all, they are a guide in our communion with 
God, whether in times of joy or sadness.

 MUSIC IN THE EARLY CHURCH

The early Christians were Jews, spoke Hebrew or Aramaic, and continued to 
attend the old places of worship. During this time, two main types of worship 
existed: worship services in the Temple, which tended to be more organized 
and ritualistic, and worship services in the synagogues.

Along with the preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles, the model of worship 
present in the synagogues was also established among Christians. There 
was no longer a group of Levites to conduct the music and neither was there 
a specific place where the worship was centered. Instead, services were 
held in smaller, informal settings, in the synagogues, and in the homes of 
believers. These meetings, although impressive, became more participatory, 
thus creating an opportunity for freer musical expressions and allowing for 
the appearance of less formal and more spontaneous singing.

Still, the Jewish musical tradition was preserved. The cantilenas and the 
responsorial singing of the psalms continued. The psalms were used as 
the Church’s prayer book. Musical instruments, however, were banned from 
worship. The songs were sung a capella and in unison.

The absence of musical instruments at that time occurred because the 
worship centered on the teaching and exposition of the Word, which was 
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more closely associated with vocal music rather than with instrumental music. 
Another factor was zeal on the part of the new converts. They understood 
that musical instruments were also associated with pagan worship and 
should therefore not be part of Christian worship. The only records in the 
New Testament regarding musical instruments may be found in Revelation, 
where it shows that there will be instrumental music in Heaven. Thank God 
for that!

There is an interesting reason behind the fact that singing was done in 
unison. The early Christians understood that only homophonic music, that 
is, singing a single vocal line, could express the unity and communion of 
believers

Changes in the concept of worship

In the encounter with the Samaritan woman, Jesus had said that the place 
of worship doesn’t matter, but that it be done in spirit and in truth. Later, 
the apostle Paul wrote that our body is the temple of the Holy Spirit. These 
statements reveal a change in the concept of worship. The rituals and 
ceremonies had lost much of their importance. What mattered now was 
obedience to the teachings of Christ. Living the faith was the new focus.

Besides individual piety, communion among the brethren (koinonia) came to 
be valued. In this way, music became a very important tool for maintaining 
and strengthening the unity of the church, as the apostle Paul confirms in the 
following two Bible verses:

Colossians 3:16: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; 
teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.”

Ephesians 5:19: “Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord.”

First of all, music should be sung in the heart. The heart sings because it 
is filled with the presence of Christ. When the brothers in the congregation 
are filled with the presence of Christ, they gather and sing. Thus the people 
of God manifest their unity, by way of a common language, which is music. 
The singing of the assembled church provides a means whereby they may 
together praise, thank, and beg for the blessing of the Lord. Congregational 
melodies symbolize brotherly love among the believers. Songs always had a 
place in the Christian meetings.

Both Colossians 3:16 and Ephesians 5:19 suggest the kinds of chants that 
Christians should use in their meetings. Paul here remembers the psalms, 
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which represented that which the Jews had inherited, and also gives 
reference to hymns and spiritual songs, which were new.

These new types of songs emerged for a few reasons, the main one being 
the need to give priority to the teaching. The early Christians needed to 
“persevere in the doctrine of the apostles” (Acts 2:42). For this reason, 
nothing was more important than to lead the church in the study of new 
Christian doctrines, with special emphasis on the teaching of the Word. 
Therefore, these types of hymns contained the truths of the Christian faith 
and served in teaching the message.

We must not forget that the great majority of the congregation was composed 
of illiterate people. The New Testament had not yet been organized and the 
scrolls of the Old Testament were accessible only to a few Jews. Thus, the 
psalms and hymns were used as an effective means to teach Christian truths 
and were therefore repeated many times. These lyrics were an important 
resource in spreading the gospel.

Another important factor for the emergence of new types of songs was 
the increased spontaneity of the meetings. The meetings encouraged 
participation. The idea of koinonia, with an appreciation of the relationship 
between the brothers, gave rise to a new musical style, called “spiritual 
songs”.

The picture we have just described continued during the first centuries of 
the Christian era. At the end of this period, there were three options for the 
presentation of songs: Cantus Responsorius, Cantus Antiphonarius and 
metrical hymns. The first two represented tradition. The Cantus Responsorius 
was an inheritance of Jewish chants: a soloist who would sing the song, 
which would be followed by the congregation with a refrain, or with an 
“Amen” or “Hallelujah.” The Cantus Antiphonarius, or amphiphonic singing, 
was first used by boys and men, who would sing in octaves. It was well 
suited to the psalms and became widely used by the monks. Scholars say 
that Ambrose, bishop of Milan, was the main one responsible for changing 
antiphonal singing and molding it into something more like the way we know 
it to this day.

The metrical hymns were brought by the Greeks. As the name itself implies, 
these songs possessed meter, which later would become an important 
musical element.

The picture mentioned above refers to the patristic period. The name is due 
to the fact that, at precisely this time, the church received the very strong 
influence of so-called fathers of the church, highly knowledgeable theologians 
who helped solidify the doctrine and overcome heresies. However, the 
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action of the church’s fathers eventually sowed seeds that would change the 
picture of Christian music and worship. They clung too closely to tradition, 
creating rules that impeded spontaneity. This set the mood for what would 
happen in the Middle Ages: the liturgy would become a clerical attitude and 
the active participation of lay people would be excluded in worship.

 MUSIC IN THE MIDDLE AGES

Gregory I, a pope who lived in the fifth and early sixth centuries, was one 
of the main ones responsible for changing the liturgy of worship during the 
Middle Ages. He promoted the creation of Schola Cantorum, a center that 
specialized in the teaching of vocal music. In a short time, the music in 
worship lost its congregational characteristic and began to be sung only by 
the professionals of the Schola cantorum.

Gregorian chant predominated within the Catholic Church during most part 
of the Middle Ages. It was characterized as exclusively vocal - musical 
instruments were rejected. It was solemn and severe, totally distinct from 
secular music. There was no division of musical time, no meter or fixed 
rhythm. The melody and the rhythm were made flexible so as to fit the 
syllables of the text. The words were chanted in unison. Nothing was allowed 
other than the melodic model created by Ambrose: a melodic line without 
jumps or large intervals.

The congregation did not take part in praise — rather, the music was 
presented by members of the clergy, who sang only in Latin, which meant 
that the people did not understand what was being sung.

Monasticism 

The limited nature of congregational participation in worship was due to 
some various factors. Perhaps the most important of these was monasticism, 
a movement widely stimulated by the Church in the Middle Ages. The monks 
withdrew from the cities and isolated themselves in the monasteries. True 
piety was thought to consist in being isolated, devoting oneself to prayer 
and contemplation.

Such thinking had repercussions in the very concept of worship: the individual 
dimension began to overlap the communitarian character of worship. The 
worship became rather clerical. The monks took care of the sacred music, 
for now they were the ones who knew musical notation, unlike the secular 
musicians, who could only play and sing “by ear”.

Participation by the populace could be seen in “liturgical dramas” - theatrical 
depictions of biblical stories or of saints and martyrs. But the “dramas” 



37

and accompanying songs were performed outside the ecclesiastical 
environment.

To understand the role of the church during the Middle Ages, we must 
consider the ecclesiastical system of hierarchy, which excluded the layman. 
The people were placed in the spectator category. The Church was more 
like an institution run by the hierarchy than a community of believers saved 
by Jesus.

Even the architecture reflected the new concept of worship. The ships of 
the temples became increasingly long, distancing the people from the altar, 
the choir from the congregation. It came to a point where the maximum 
participation by the attendees of the church was to pray silently.

By the thirteenth century, Europe entered a period of serious economic, 
social and moral decline. Misery increased. There was hunger 
everywhere. The monks came to be viewed as a privileged class, 
sheltered in their monasteries. They became unpopular. Their simplicity 
and piety had vanished. They worried about their possessions and did 
not care to know the dire needs that people were facing. The Church 
of Rome had become increasingly corrupt. The sins of the popes were 
now known to all. Corruption had become widespread. At that time, the 
church was in financial difficulty and decided to make money by selling 
indulgences. Thus, the people were even more oppressed. It was in 
this atmosphere of moral degradation that the way was paved for the 
Protestant Reformation.

 MUSIC IN THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION 

The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century brought a radical 
change not only in theology but also in music. Though various reformers 
played prominent roles in the dissemination of the theological principles of 
the Reformation, when it comes to the musical question, credit should be 
given mainly to Martin Luther, the leading reformer in Germany.

The Protestant Reformation was led by different people in European 
countries who warned regarding the corruption of the Catholic Church and 
defended the doctrine of justification by faith. But there were differences 
between them, especially in relation to music: Calvin, for example, did not 
allow instrumental music in worship and only permitted melodies whose 
lyrics were strictly Bible texts. Zwingli was even more radical: he banned 
music in worship altogether. Both Calvin and Zwingli, and the rest of the 
reformers, were used by God at various points, but in the musical aspect 
Luther stood out among them all. He was expanded the use of music and 
revived its function in the church.
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In fact, Luther promoted the most radical change that sacred music had ever 
experienced: he established congregational singing as a vital ingredient of 
worship, placing music on people’s lips and ears, but especially in their hearts.

Singing by the congregation, something innovative at the time, was 
established definitively and hymnbooks began to be compiled. These hymns 
were written with the melody line in the tenor, arranged for four voices, all 
based around the cantus firmus, that is, the main melody.

Luther developed the Biblical doctrine of the general priesthood of all 
believers: every person, whether lay, poor or illiterate, had direct access to 
God through Christ. This was something completely new at the time. This 
doctrine stimulated the idea that believers should not remain passive in 
worship. The vision of the cult changed. In the Middle Ages, the Mass was 
seen as a sacrificium, that is, a sacrifice offered to God by human beings; In 
the Protestant conception, the Mass came to be seen as a beneficiam, that 
is, a gift from God to believers.

Thus, Luther was able to promote the modification of the view that the cult 
was to be “heard” by lay people and “performed” by professionals. He 
understood and instilled in the faithful the idea that in worship it was the 
grace of God that manifested itself to the human being.

Luther set his musical work on three pillars: the use of the common language, 
a simple melody and the text of the Scriptures.

Luther introduced the congregational chant in the vernacular, that is, in the 
native language of the people. He understood that sharing through singing 
was a way for believers to express their new condition as an active element 
in worship.

Luther reasoned that it was not enough for people to be present at worship 
services: it was necessary for the supplications to resound from their own 
lips through songs that translated the repentance and contrition of their 
souls. According to him, in singing simple melodies related to the day-to-
day, the common man could understand the biblical doctrines.

Luther valued the simplicity of the melody, because he wanted the text to be 
clearly understood by those who knew how to read or not. This factor was 
extremely important to the success and popularization of the Reformation. 
The believer was encouraged to approach God personally because he 
understood what was said and sung in worship.

Luther wanted the music to speak about the Gospel directly to people. He 
was convinced that the spirituality of a congregation is directly related to the 
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hymns it sings. If we want spirituality to reflect the gospel, we must choose 
very well what we sing.

In order to reach his objectives, Luther sought the help of the best poets 
and musicians of the time, chosen by him personally. One of his closest 
collaborators was Johann Walther, who composed several of the most 
important hymns of the Reformation.

The music of the Protestant Reformation inherited the musical tradition of 
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, which consisted of Gregorian chant 
and polyphony, respectively. In these traditions, there was virtually no room 
for popular participation. On the other hand, another great musical tradition 
of the Reformation era, the metrical version of the Psalms sung in unison 
and a cappella, opened great possibilities for congregational singing. In this 
tradition there was no room for more elaborated musical art. Luther used 
both alternatives, combining the more artistic and elaborated traditional 
musical with popular congregational singing.

The new songs used a non-rhythmic notation, often with melodies borrowed 
from secular music. The musical result of this combination was the Lutheran 
Choir, with its poetic texts centered on the Gospel and written in the local 
language, no longer in latin. The melodies were vigorous, with jumps and 
extensions of voice thought for the group singing, with cadences (resting 
places) at the end of the sentences. The rhythmic structures were strong and 
based on repeating patterns of rhythm.

These characteristics, combined, resulted in musical compositions in which 
the text and the melody formed a totality, so that the chorale was perceived 
as something familiar. Thus the community of believers and the musicians 
themselves were comfortable as they sang and played.

Over the years, the reform in music was carried forward. New hymns were 
composed, hymnals, published and articles on music, writed. But Luther did 
not care only for the musical results. He was an educator and cared about 
musical training and teaching. He strongly advocated that music should 
integrate the education of children and the training of teachers and pastors. 
He once said:

“Necessity requires that music remain in schools. A teacher must know how 
to sing, otherwise I will not consider him.” Before a young man is admitted to 
the ministry, he must practice music at school. To the Councils of all the cities 
of Germany to create and maintain Christian schools, 1524.

In Luther’s view, music appropriate for liturgy is one that adheres to the 
following principles: first, it must be a means of praise and worship to 
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God; Then, it should contribute to the devotion and piety of the Christian 
and, finally, serve as an effective element in Christian education and in the 
propagation of the gospel.

The hymns of the Reformation were a fantastic tool in spreading the central 
message of the movement, which was salvation by the grace of God, 
through faith in Jesus. These songs emphasized the truth that salvation is not 
received by sacraments or human works, but through the merits of Christ.

Music was so important to the success of the Protestant Reformation that 
a Jesuit priest once observed that Luther’s hymns were more “harmful” to 
souls than all his books and sermons. 
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GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

1  We must praise God in the beauty of His holiness. He is on an 
infinitely superior level compared to created beings (Habakkuk 
2:20). But at the same time, God is also accessible because of His 
closeness to humanity through Christ (Galatians 4:6). Therefore 
sacred music must always be reverent and cheerful yet solemn 
(James 5:13; Ev. 508).
 
2  Music is considered sacred that is specifically dedicated to 

God, has a message consistent with the present truth, and has 
musical characteristics that are in accordance with the principles 
of true worship. Sacred music possesses “beauty, pathos, and 
power” (Ev. 505) and is presented in a way that is “dignified, 
solemn, and impressive” (3 SM 333). Only sacred music is 
appropriate for the worship of God.

3  Music is considered secular that is not specifically produced for 
the worship of God, but is not offensive to Christian principles. Such 
music, if of wholesome quality, contributes to the development of 
good habits for a good musical education (1 Thessalonians 5:21; 
CG 171; Ed. 212-213).
 

CONCLUSIONS OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM  
OF SACRED MUSIC
Nov. 3-9, 2014 – Itu SP, Brazil

Adopted by Resolution 154 of the 
22nd Session of the General Conference
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4  Music is considered profane that disrespects sacred things or 
treats them with irreverence. Profane music is offensive to God 
and contributes to the formation of an uncouth musical taste and 
should not be heard.
 
5  Due to the origin as well as the rhythmic and sonic 

characteristics, the musical genres derived from profane contexts, 
such as rock, blues, jazz and pop (with all their variations) as well 
as those associated with pagan rituals, are considered profane 
and are unsuitable for worship.
 
6  Musical genres used by religious denominations based on 

musical styles associated with profane music are not appropriate 
for worship.

CONCLUSIONS ABOUT MUSIC AND CULTURE
 
Introductory notes:   
The sacrifice of Christ makes salvation accessible to all peoples of 
the earth, and this draws all souls from all cultures to an adoration 
of the One who is worthy to be praised (Romans 10:12).
 
The Word of God does not authorize the affirmation of superiority 
of one culture in relation to another. In the new dispensation 
the people of God are dispersed throughout various nations and 
cultures.

7  Considering that all human beings are God’s creatures and 
possess equal value in His eyes, independent of their peculiar 
characteristics, cultural diversities are acceptable in the music of 
worship when they are in accordance with God’s Word.
 
8  Sacred music in the context of cultural diversity must reveal 

a Christian world view in accordance with the Bible and the Spirit 
of Prophecy.
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9  Not all cultural manifestations can be accepted in the worship 
of God. The biblical history reveals that the acceptance of the 
Christian doctrine was accompanied by the renunciation of 
certain cultural customs. When converted to Christ, the Gentiles 
had to renounce those habits that were culturally rooted in the 
worship of false gods.
 
10  The music based on the cultural traditions of a people is 
not itself considered inappropriate if it is in accordance with the 
principles that direct the worship of God.
 
11  The values of the European culture dominant in western 
civilization are based on Christian roots, and this is reflected in the 
good quality of its traditional hymnology. However, this does not 
mean that only those musical productions from determined historical 
periods and with European origin are appropriate for worship.

 
CONCLUSIONS ABOUT 
MUSIC AND INSTRUMENTATION
 
12  In general, the use of musical instruments is acceptable in the 
worship of God, and their use should be encouraged (9T 144).
 
13  In the presentation of music in worship, accompanying 
instruments should not overpower the human voice.
 
14  Musical instruments should be played with ability, with a 
good tone, correct intonation and expression, in such a way to 
make the worship of God beautiful (Psalm 33:3).

15  The human voice should be educated in order to render 
better praise unto God (Ed. 63).
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16  It is preferable to use melodious and harmonious instruments 
in the worship of God.

17  The predominance of melody and harmony over rhythm 
is a basic principle in the structure of music in worship. The 
instruments must respect this principle, stressing the melody 
and harmony and not the rhythmic pattern.

18  The drum set and any other instruments acoustic or electronic 
that reproduce its sound are not appropriate for worship music 
due to its strong association with profane musical genres.
 
19  Besides that, the drum set is also inappropriate because of its 
constant use in opposition to the principle that the melody and 
harmony should have preeminence in relation to the rhythm, as 
it continually repeats the rhythmic pattern of the music.
 
20  Electronic amplification should only reach a sufficient 
volume for the voice and instruments to be heard. Excessive 
amplification is disagreeable and damaging to the human ear.

21  The instruments and voices must not be used to continually 
accentuate the off-beats (weak beats) of the music, thus 
opposing the natural accent of the words e musical phrase.  

22  In music for worship, there is no place for vocal or instrumental 
presentations with the purpose to exhibit oneself or to attract 
the attention to the human being. (20MR 187).

23  The distortion effects related to rock music found in the 
electric guitar or other instruments should not be used in 
worship.
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CONCLUSIONS ABOUT MUSIC AND RHYTHM
 
24  As an element of musical language, syncopation of itself 
is not inappropriate. However, when syncopation is used 
frequently in the music it is rendered inappropriate for worship.
 
25  Music for worship must not be based on a repetitive rhythmic 
pattern that accents the off-beats (weak beats). The excessive 
repetition of such rhythmic patterns tends to cause a hypnotic 
state that diminishes the capacity of mental discernment. The 
same harmful effects happen when the music is performed at a 
slow tempo or at a low sound intensity. The use of such music is 
not recommended even when outside of the context of worship. 





Luther wanted the music to speak about the 
gospel directly to people. He was convinced 

that the spirituality of a congregation is 
directly related to the hymns it sings. If we 
want spirituality to reflect the gospel, we 

must choose very well what we sing.


