
Singing Psalms and Hymns and Spiritual Songs 

Colossians 3:16 

Ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐνοικείτω ἐν ὑμῖν πλουσίως, ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες 

ἑαυτούς, ψαλμοῖς ὕμνοις ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς ἐν [τῇ] χάριτι ᾄδοντες ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν τῷ 

θεῷ 

The word of Christ, let it dwell [continually] in you (p) richly, in all wisdom, teaching and 

admonishing one another, [with] psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, in {the} grace singing in 

your (p) hearts to God.1 

 Ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ  

ἐνοικείτω  

ἐν ὑμῖν πλουσίως,  

ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ  

διδάσκοντες  

καὶ  

νουθετοῦντες  

  ἑαυτούς,  

  ψαλμοῖς ὕμνοις ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς  

ἐν [τῇ] χάριτι  

 ᾄδοντες  

  ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν  

  τῷ θεῷ•   

 

This verse has an incredible amount to say about how we worship God, specifically, how and 

why we sing in church. Corporate worship is an odd thing if you think about it, a group of people 

gathering together once a week to sing songs together and hear someone speak for 30-45 minutes 

from a text written 2000+ years ago. Yet it is what we are commanded to do, and singing is an 

important element of corporate worship. Churches show what they view as the most important 

elements of corporate worship by how much time they spend on them. In many churches, the 

amount of time given to singing is second only to the sermon, showing its place of high 

importance in corporate worship. However, while many Evangelicals would agree that preaching 

                                                 
1 My own translation.  

[continually] is not translating a word in the Greek text, but is added to bring out the ongoing aspect of the present 

tense imperative “dwell.”  

[with] is not in the Greek text, but is added in to bring out the meaning of the instrumental datives which follow (see 

point 6).  

(p) means the word it follows is plural.  

{the} shows that the article is not in all the manuscripts and it is somewhat questionable whether it was in the 

original autograph. 



is a very important (if not the most important) element of a church service, many would not say 

so of singing. Statements such as, “it’s just a matter of opinion/taste” abound in the discussion of 

church music. Yet even the language of taste/preference implies a difference in the purpose that 

music is intended to achieve. Musicologists Paul Munson and Joshua Drake put it this way, 

Consider the meaning of “taste” and “preference.” Are these not merely a sense that 

certain forms realize our purposes better than do other forms? Tim prefers a stationary 

bike so he can read as he exercises; Sally prefers a traditional bike so she can breathe fresh 

air and see the countryside. Tim prefers an orange for his snack so he can perceive its 

array of aromas, tastes, and textures; Sally prefers orange juice so she can quench her 

thirst. As with bikes and snacks, so, too, with everything: people with preferences may or 

may not be conscious of their purposes, but if they were to have no purpose at all—no end 

to attain—they wouldn’t have a preference. When Christians prefer different kinds of 

church music, it is because they disagree about what it is for. Different theologies of 

church music naturally result in different styles, as we search out the forms that most 

effectively realize our purposes.2 

Therefore, when considering church music, the most important thing to discover is what the 

Bible says about its purpose and then to shape our tastes and opinions according to that purpose. 

The verse quoted above, Colossians 3:16, has a great deal to tell us concerning music in church.3 

Before considering if it has anything to say about what music we use in corporate worship, let us 

just observe what it says.  

First, Paul’s primary concern in this text is that the “word of Christ” may dwell in his audience. 

In verse 16, Paul uses an imperative “dwell” (ἐνοικείτω) to say in the strongest words, “may the 

word of Christ dwell in you!” In the parallel phrase in Ephesians 5:18-19, Paul commands his 

audience to “be filled with the Spirit,” showing a close connection between word and Spirit. This 

is also shown in Ephesians 6:17 where Paul says that the sword of the Spirit is the word of God. 

Second, by saying “the word of Christ” Paul excludes exclusive psalmody, because the word of 

Christ would include much more than just the canonical Psalms. The “word of Christ” is 

probably synonymous with “word of God” and “word of the Lord” in Paul, and includes both 

Jesus’ teachings during His earthly ministry (functioning as a subjective genitive) and the 

Apostolic witness about Christ (functioning as an objective genitive). The three words/phrases, 

“psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (ψαλμοῖς ὕμνοις ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς) are neither three 

ways of describing just the canonical Psalms nor are they technical definitions for three different 

                                                 
2 Paul Munson, Joshua F. Drake. "Introduction." Congregational Singing. 2001. 

http://www.congsing.org/introduction.html (accessed April 4, 2016). Drs. Paul Munson and Joshua Drake give a 

more eloquent and complete account of the argument I am making in this essay on their website. I encourage anyone 

who agrees or disagrees with me to go read the articles there under the “Biblical Model” heading. 

3 For an excellent source on this verse, see: Detwiler, David F. "Church Music and Colossians 3:16." Bibliotheca 

Sacra 158 (July-September 2001): 347-369. 

http://www.congsing.org/introduction.html


types of songs, but rather indicate the variety and freedom of Christian worship, provided it 

accomplishes the purpose of “teaching and admonishing one another.”4 

Third, Paul follows this imperative with three participles, “teaching” (διδάσκοντες), 

“admonishing” (νουθετοῦντες), and “singing” (ᾄδοντες) which are adverbial participles showing 

the means by which the word dwells in us. A similar construction where an imperative is 

explained by participles is in the Great Commission where Jesus commands his disciples to 

“make disciples” (μαθητεύσατε) and then describes how they are to carry out that command with 

two participles, “baptizing” (βαπτίζοντες) and “teaching” (διδάσκοντες). 

Fourth, the content of the teaching and admonishing is the word of Christ. Christian’s are to be 

teaching and admonishing one another concerning the Christ, His word, and the words of His 

apostolic witnesses. 

Fifth, we are to teach and admonish one another, highlighting the horizontal aspect of corporate 

worship. This is not a command for the pastor to teach and admonish the congregation, but for 

every member of the congregation to be teaching admonishing “one another” (ἑαυτούς). 

Sixth, the phrase translated “psalms, hymns and spiritual songs” functions as dative of means, 

which shows the means by which we are to “teach and admonish one another.” Some translations 

rearrange the text to place the participle “singing” before these words.5 However, I believe that 

such a rearrangement is unnecessary to make sense of the text and obscures the relationship 

between “songs, hymns, and spiritual songs,” and “teaching and admonishing one another.”  

Seventh, the participle “singing” (ᾄδοντες) further describes the means by which were are to let 

the word of Christ dwell in us. However, “singing” is also related to “teaching and 

admonishing,” for we are to teach and admonish by singing “songs, hymns, and spiritual songs.” 

This is supported by the fact that Paul, in the parallel passage in Ephesians 5:19, places 

“addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” in the same place as 

grammatically and conceptually that he places “in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one 

another” in Colossians 3:16. Therefore, “singing” describes both the way we ought to let the 

word of Christ dwell in us and the way we ought to teach and admonish one another. The content 

of our singing should be the “word of Christ,” and that is what we are to be “teaching and 

admonishing” one another with. Therefore, when we are addressing on another in songs we are 

to be teaching and admonishing one another according to the word of Christ. 

Eighth, Paul says that we are to be “in {the} grace singing in [our] hearts to God.”  First, this 

clause highlights the vertical aspect of corporate worship, we have already noted that we are to 

teach and admonish one another (and sing to one another cf. Ephesians 3:18-19), now Paul 

instructs us to sing to God – at the same time. It may be possible to add a third audience to the 

list, namely, ourselves. The psalmist occasionally addresses himself (Psalm 42-43, 103-104, and 

                                                 
4 All three of these words are used in the LXX for describing the Psalms, but if Paul intended to only mean the 

canonical Psalms he could have done that easily by saying, “the psalms of David” or something to that effect. 

5 ESV, HCSB, NLT. 



146) and therefore gives us a biblical precedent to addressing ourselves in song. However, these 

do not form a large proportion of the Psalms and singing to ourselves is absent from the text in 

view, so it probably should not make up a large portion of our congregational singing. Second, 

we are to sing in our “hearts.” The imagery of “heart” refers to the entirety of ones being,6 

therefore, when Paul instructs us to sing in our “hearts” he means that we are to sing 

wholeheartedly and with our entire being. Paul is instructing us to mean what we say when we 

sing, to not only say the words but mean the words. 

Some Implications 

I shall give eight implications from what we have said so far. 

First, since we are to be singing the “word of Christ,” great care must be given to the content of 

what we sing, that we do not sing false words and so fail to sing the word of Christ. 

Second, we must also care for how we sing, that we sing in a manner worthy of the “word of 

Christ,” for it is indeed a matter of great importance to sing the word of the Creator of the 

universe and we wish to be found singing His word in a fitting manner. 

A third, and related, implication is that the focus of our singing should be the gospel. We should 

sing in light of the supreme revelation of God in the incarnation of Christ, and in light of His act 

of redemption at Calvary. This means that when we sing paraphrases of Old Testament psalms 

(or other passages) we ought to be careful to interpret them in a manner appropriate for Christian 

worship, always keeping in mind that the church, unlike Israel, is not an ethnic and geo-political 

entity. 

Fourth, since singing is a means by which we teach and admonish one another, we ought to 

always keep in mind that, for better or worse, learning goes along with teaching. This means two 

things: 1) that we ought to sing in a way that allows us to teach and admonish well, and 2) that 

we ought to be careful that we are not teaching the wrong things, either by what we sing or by 

how we sing it. It can be just as disastrous to sing correct doctrine in the wrong way as it can be 

to sing incorrect doctrine. For example, if we were to put sing a song on Good Friday about the 

crucifixion of Christ to the tune of “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” on kazoos, that would 

say something profound about how we viewed the importance and gravity of the death of the 

second person of the Godhead. 

Fifth, since we are to teach and admonish one another in our singing, we ought to use sing in a 

way that allow us to do that best. For example, we should sing in the vernacular language since 

we could not teach or admonish one another if we did not know what we, or anyone else, are 

saying. This also means that we should use forms that are fitting for corporate worship. Sunday 

morning worship is essentially corporate and therefore musical forms that are essentially 

individual are not suited to achieve the purposes stated for corporate singing. As I rule of thumb, 

any song that is played on commercial radio is probably not fit for corporate worship, because 

                                                 
6 O'Brien, Peter T. Word Biblical Commentary: Colossians, Philemon. Waco: Word Books, 1982, p. 210. 



the radio is essentially an individual and non-participatory medium7 (which happens to be a main 

characteristics of “pop” music8). This corporate nature of singing also means that we should not 

use musical forms that are extremely hard and require intense specialization in order for a 

congregation to sing, which rules out classical music as an option (although it is a suitable 

medium to carry the gravity of the word of God). 

Sixth, because the purpose of church music is to “teach” and “admonish,” congregants should be 

able to hear each other sing. This has implications on both ends. On the congregation’s end, it 

means that they should sing loud enough to be heard by each other. This does not mean that 

every congregant must shout at the top of his lungs, but that each one should sing loud enough to 

be heard by many (if not all, depending on the size of the congregation) of the other congregants. 

On the leadership’s end it means that nothing – be it an organ, piano, choir, or worship team – 

should be drown out the congregation or make it hard for them to hear anyone not in their 

immediate vicinity.9 

Seventh, since we are to sing with our entire being and to mean wholeheartedly what we say, we 

should select songs to sing whose texts actually have meaning. It is impossible to mean what we 

sing unless what we sing actually has meaning. This point is so important that I will take it up 

again in its own essay. 

Last, the hymnal of the church will dictate the theology of its members. Church music is a very 

important aspect of corporate worship; it is not something to be governed by mere “tastes” but is 

to be governed by the purpose stated in Scripture. Ideally, the worship of the church should be 

overseen and, if possible, led by someone trained in the history, theology, and music of the 

church. This cannot always be achieved, but it is an ideal to strive for. An angry Jesuit priest 

showed the importance of church music by saying, “Luther's songs have damned more souls than 

all his books and speeches.”10 Luther preached and wrote extensively, yet it was his hymns that 

some deemed as his most effective product. I don’t know if this survey has ever been taken, but 

imagine asking many typical evangelical congregations if they have read “The Bondage of the 

Will” (Luther’s most important work) and if they have sung “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” 

(Luther’s most famous hymn), my guess is that upwards of one hundred times more of those 

                                                 
7 I specify “commercial” radio for a reason, there are radio channels that are not funded by commercials but by 

private donners and play whatever the donners want, and if that happens to be a corporate form then very well. 

However, commercial radio must attract listeners in order to make money and stay on the air, therefore they do not 

attempt to exclude any significant demographic from their potential listener pool, which means that the music they 

play caters to the lowest common denominator, because that will attract the most listeners. 

8 Gordon, T. David. Why Johnny Can't Sing Hymns. Philipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2010, p. 188. 

9 For a fuller exploration of this subject, see: Gordon, T. David. "The Problem with Praise Teams." Second Nature 

Journal. May 23, 2013. http://secondnaturejournal.com/the-problem-with-praise-teams/ (accessed April 22, 2016). 

10 Dickinson, Edward. Music in the History of the Western Church. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1902, p. 

255. 



questioned will have sung Luther’s hymn than have read his work. All this to say that church 

music is important and deserves to be treated with much thought and care. 
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