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INTRODUCTION 

This morning, I want to give you sort of a mini-theology of singing in the life of the church.  
Singing is always part of our worship services.  But if we’re not careful, it would be easy to 
minimize the significance of singing: 

• Perhaps because you’ve never been musical, or you don’t like to sing, or can’t carry a 
tune. 

• Perhaps you only like a certain kind of song. 
• Or, perhaps you’ve been rightly taught that God’s primary means of growing the church 

spiritually and numerically is the word of God. 

But we must understand that singing is an important aspect of our worship. 

• It isn’t the warm-up to the sermon. 
• It isn’t something to round out the time. 
• We don’t do it simply because “that’s what you do at a church service.” 

Singing must be significant in the life of the church and in your life as a Christian. 

The Early Church Sang 

The church from the very beginning has been a singing church.  Jesus sang with the disciples. 
After the first communion, the disciples sang with Jesus: 

Mt 26:30: " And when they had sung a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives." 

In Acts 2, we get a glimpse into what the early Christians did when they assembled together and 
v. 42 says that the first Christians “devoted themselves to. . . the prayers.”  Some commentators 
think that term is general enough to include singing.  Paul and Silas sang when they were 
imprisoned: 

Ac 16:25: " About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them," 

In Revelation, at the beginning of the Tribulation age, the church sings to Jesus as he begins to 
execute judgment on the earth: 

Re 5:8-10: "And when [Jesus] had taken the scroll, the four living creatures [angels] and the 
twenty-four elders [represent the church] fell down before the Lamb, each holding a harp, and 
golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they sang a new song, 
saying, “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your 
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blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and 
you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth.”" 

And then we have passages like Ephesian 5:19 and Colossians 3:16, which show that the 
expected behavior of Christians is to sing.  We also have outside witnesses about what the early 
church did.  One example comes from a letter written by Pliny the Younger, who was a governor 
over a territory of Rome in ~111 A.D. and there were Christians who lived in his territory. He 
wasn’t sure what to do with them because they refused to worship the Roman emperor. So he 
wrote to the Emperor Trajan (who persecuted Christians) and asked him what to do. In that letter, 
Pliny describe the practices of the early Christians like this:  

“they were accustomed to meet on a fixed day before dawn and sing responsively a hymn 
to Christ as to a god, and to bind themselves by oath, not to some crime, but not to 
commit fraud, theft, or adultery, not falsify their trust, nor to refuse to return a trust when 
called upon to do so. When this was over, it was their custom to depart and to assemble 
again to partake of food--but ordinary and innocent food.” 

So the early church sang. And we too are to sing.  In fact, in our passage this morning, we have 
really a biblical mandate to sing.  Let’s look at it together: 

Eph 5:18-19: "And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 
Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making 
melody to the Lord with your heart," 

As we’ve seen in the past couple of weeks, being filled with the Spirit is central to the Christian 
life.  To be filled with the Spirit means to be controlled by the Spirit so that we do what he would 
want us to do.  This is a moment-by-moment submission to the Spirit’s will.  It isn’t a once-for-
all time filling. Our flesh rebels against the Spirit and the world seeks to influence us.  So we 
must continually yield to the Spirit and seek to do as the Spirit would have us. 

Now what does Spirit-filled life look like?  If you’re Spirit-filled, what will happen as a result?   
Paul lists three results of being Spirit-filled in vv. 19-21. They are signaled by the participles.   

• In v. 19, we see that Spirit-filled Christians sing  
• In v. 20, we see that Spirit-filled Christians give thanks  
• In v. 21, we see that Spirit-filled Christians submit to one another  

And I might add that the parallel passage in Colossians 3:16 adds one more: Spirit-filled 
Christians teach: 

Col 3:16: "Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in 
all wisdom” 

So these are the kinds of actions that will occur when a Christian is Spirit-filled.  They are 
characteristics of being Spirit-filled.  The Holy Spirit works in a Christian’s life to produce these 
actions and the attitudes behind them.  This morning, we take up the first one: Spirit-filled 
Christians sing.  From v. 19, I want us to see four aspects of Spirit-filled singing.  The first 
aspect is that. . .  



www.tccathens.org 

3 

 

I. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS SING TO THE LORD 

Eph 5:19: "[be filled with the Spirit] addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart" 

Our singing is “to the Lord.”  That means that when we gather together as a church to worship, 
our singing is toward God.  We sing with a kind of consciousness that: 

• God is hearing it 
• God is seeing it, and 
• God is receiving it as worship. 

We come knowing we are in his presence. He is as present now in this room as you are in this 
room.  The words coming out of our mouths as we sing are going somewhere. They’re “toward 
the Lord.”  Our songs have an audience. And our audience is God.  Therefore, our singing must 
be God-centered.  Many of the songs we sing are sung to God with second-person pronouns 
(You, Thee): 

• Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty / Early in the morning our songs shall rise to Thee 
• Great is Thy faithfulness, O God My Father 
• When peace like a river, attendeth my way / when sorrows like sea billows roll / 

whatever my lot / You have taught me to say / It is well / It is well with my soul 

A song doesn’t have to be sung with second person pronouns for the song to be God-centered.  
But some of songs should be addressed to God, not just songs about him.  Think about this: 
Christian singing is unlike any other kind of singing in the world.  We are the only ones who sing 
to the true God.  And our singing is supernatural.   

The kind of singing Paul is talking about, here, is a result of the filling of the Spirit.  Only God’s 
people can be filled with the Spirit.  This is Spirit-filled singing.  This is the Spirit empowering 
your songs.  But not all singing is pleasing to the Lord.  Simply singing Christian themes in a 
Christian setting doesn’t make it pleasing to God.  God cares how he’s worshipped.  In Amos 5, 
the Lord rebukes Israel over their “worship services”: 

Am 5:21-23: "“I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even 
though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the 
peace offerings of your fattened animals, I will not look upon them. Take away from me the noise 
of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will not listen." 

So God cares about the way he is worshipped.  Because we are singing to the Lord there must be 
what Piper calls a “joyful seriousness” to our singing.  The singing portion of a worship service 
is not the time for trivialities, jokes, silliness, or superficiality.  We don’t need to hear from the 
worship leader how his weekend went.  Rather, the leaders focus should be to draw us 
heavenward and help us find satisfaction in our Savior.  So we must be sure our singing is God-
centered—that we are aware we are singing to him.  So the first aspect of Spirit-filled singing is 
that we sing to the Lord.  

Secondly. . .  
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II. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS SING TO EACH OTHER 

Eph 5:19: “[be filled with the Spirit] addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart,” 

When we sing corporately, we have a dual audience: We sing to God and we sing to each other.  
There’s a vertical dimension and there’s a horizontal dimension.  In song, we are “addressing 
one another.”  Why is that important? At least three reasons: 

First, we sing to each other because it strengthens our faith in God. 

Our singing is our corporate declaration of our trust in God.  It tells all who visit that we believe 
in God.  Our singing becomes our corporate witness.  People have been saved during church 
singing because of the power of a body of people all confessing their faith in God.  And your 
faith can be strengthening for the same reason.  You may walk in here with weak faith. But when 
you’re around others who are singing loudly with glad hearts that God is big, and he is holy, and 
he is sovereign, and we believe in him, and we are thankful for all he’s done—your faith will be 
strengthened, if you are listening. 

It’s interesting that Colossians 3:16 (the parallel passage) actually makes the connection between 
singing and exhortation more clearly: 

Col 3:16: "Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly [~”be filled with the Spirit”], teaching and 
admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with 
thankfulness in your hearts to God." 

Teaching one another. . . singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  Teaching. . . singing.  No 
“and” between them.  In other words, one of the ways we teach one another is by singing to one 
another.  We do this with our kids, right?  In our house, we love to put on God-centered music.  
Why? So that the kids learn from those songs: And in the same way, when we gather—our 
singing teaches each other about God and how we are to relate to him. 

We sing songs like: 

• O Church arise and put your armor on / Hear the call of Christ our Captain 
• A mighty fortress is our God / a bulwark never failing 
• All hail the power of Jesus’ name / let angels prostrate fall 

All of these express to each other truths about God and about ourselves. 

Second, we sing to each other because it intensifies our emotions for God. 

There’s something about passionate singing in groups that intensifies the experience. The secular 
world knows this. That’s why there are concerts. The acoustics are probably better on your CD. 
But the experience is heightened when the music is live with thousands of others.  It’s more true 
for us. When the church gathers to sing, your enthusiasm feeds my enthusiasm. Your earnestness 
will feed the earnestness of those around you. 
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Third, we sing to each other because it unites us around God. 

It’s the one time during our gatherings that we are all thinking and saying the same thing.  It’s 
like what Romans 15:6 says: “together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ."  Our singing to each other about God reminds us that God is the center of our 
church and our lives.  Listen: Spirit-empowered singing unites us; it doesn’t divide us. 

Requires Togetherness 

So these are a few reasons why we sing to one another when we gather.  Now it should go 
without saying, that you can’t do this in solitude.  You can’t “address one another in psalms and 
hymns and spirit songs” if you aren’t with the body.  This is one reason why church attendance is 
so important.  When you miss, you miss out on being ministered to by others.  And when you 
miss, you rob others of being ministered to by you.  Sure, you can turn on a worship song in your 
car and have a worship time.  But that can’t take the place of corporate worship.  They are 
categorically different.  And you miss something critical to your spiritual health by missing out 
on corporate worship.  Our singing together does more than just help me worship. It helps you 
worship.  We’ve seen so far that Spirit-filled Christians sing to the Lord and to each other.  

Third. . . 

  
III. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS SING FROM THE HEART 

Eph 5:19: "[be filled with the Spirit] addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart" 

The “heart” in those days referred to the core of your being.  So singing and making melody 
“with your heart” means with your whole person.  It means to be fully engaged.  We don’t just 
mouth the words. Our minds are engaged. Our hearts our engaged.  The words pour out of our 
mouths because our hearts and minds are full of God’s truth and we’re satisfied with his truth.  
Of all the people on the planet, Christians have something to sing about. True? 

• We know the most amazing being in the universe. 
• We understand his power. 
• We have experienced his love. 
• We have tasted grace. 
• We are the redeemed. 
• We have been brought into his family. 
• We now have peace with God and with each other. 
• We are part of God’s global mission. 
• We have been given the greatest news the world has ever heard. 
• We know where history has been and where it is going. 
• We have been given insight into the mysteries of the universe: our origins, the nature of 

evil, what’s on the other side of death. 
• We have hope beyond the grave. 
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Christians have something to sing about!  Singing is what your lips do when your heart is full.  
So since we have something to sing about, we should sing.  But we also sing when our heart 
feels empty.  Singing “with the heart” means that you sing with whatever measure of faith you 
have in your heart.  In this room, some currently are strong in faith and others are weak in faith.  
By the end of the week, who is in what category might change.  And if your faith right now is 
weak, singing “with the heart” might mean that as you sing the words, your heart longs for the 
passion and faith you once had or that you desperately want more of.  Or it might even mean that 
you sing with a kind of grief that even the longing for a passionate relationship with God is gone.  
And both may be true worship if you believe that God is the only hope for what you need. 

In whatever state we find ourselves, singing with the heart means that we sing authentically with 
our whole being as we hope in God.   

The final aspect of Spirit-filled singing is that. . .  

IV. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS SING MANY KINDS OF SONGS 
Eph 5:19: "[be filled with the Spirit] addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart," 

The point isn’t that we should classify all our singing into one of these three categories.  A study 
of these words reveals that it’s difficult to make much of a distinction between them. 

Psalms (yalmo,j)certainly refers to Old Testament psalms, which were often sung.  But it also 
likely refers to songs derived from psalms. Songs that took their inspiration (so to speak) from 
psalms. 

Hymns (u[mnoj)were songs of praise to God. 

Spiritual songs (wdh, ~ode) would refer to any songs that came from hearts filled with the Spirit 
(rather songs produced by wine). “Songs” is the broadest category of music. 

Again, the point Paul is making is not for us to classify every song we sing as one of these three 
types.  These three terms (psalms, hymns, and songs) were the three most important terms in the 
Septuagint to describe a religious song.  They often occur interchangeably.  But taken together, 
Paul is referring to the full range of Spirit-filled singing.  Christian singing is to be filled with all 
kinds of music. 

• Some songs are theologically complex and express deep truths. 
• Some songs are simple and express truths easy enough for a child to understand. 
• Some songs are musically refined and are beautiful to listen to because of the skill needed 

to sing them. 
• Some songs are easy to sing and may be repetitious. 
• Some songs target the mind. 
• Some songs target the heart. 
• Some songs have stood the test of time and Christians have sung them for centuries and 

will continue to do so. 
• Some songs are just for today and give voice to contemporary expressions of worship. 
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As a church, we should embrace a variety of expressions of worship through song.  As we 
mature in Christ, we should mature in our appreciation of the kinds of songs that give voice to 
worship.  There’s a world of a difference between “O Holy Night” and “Jesus Loves Me,” but 
both are good. 

We read earlier in Ephesians of the manifold wisdom of God (3:10).  Manifold = the multi-
colored, multi-faceted wisdom of God.  All of God’s character is like that. He is “infinitely 
varied in his beauty” [Piper].  Christians haven’t exhausted ways of expressing our worship to 
him.  There’s always more to say, more to love, more to cherish.  And we will be worshipping 
God in song for eternity—which means we will never exhaust ways of expressing our worship to 
him.  So because of the manifold beauty of God, we need many expressions of our worship to 
God.  So Spirit-filled Christians sing many kinds of songs. 

CONCLUSION 

So that’s a mini-theology of worship from one verse.  Spirit-filled Christians: 

• Sing to the Lord 
• Sing to each other 
• Sing with the heart 
• Sing many kinds of songs. 

And again these are the results of being Spirit-filled.  So our aim is to be filled with the Spirit 
and the Spirit himself with help us to sing as we ought.  
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