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In a previous essay, we looked at some Colossians 3:16 and some of its implications. One of 

those implications is that Christians in corporate worship should mean what they sing, and 

therefore, need to sing songs with meaning. This implication arises out from two aspects of the 

text, first, that we are to teach and admonish one another, and second, that we are to sing in our 

hearts. 

Before jumping into the main section of the essay, we must first lay forth four ways in which 

we should evaluate songs when selecting them for corporate worship: 1) whether the song has 

meaning or not, 2) whether that meaning is true, 3) whether that meaning is appropriate for 

corporate worship, and 4) whether that meaning is perspicuous. In short, a good congregational 

song will be meaningful, true, appropriate, and clear. When songs are evaluated according to 

these four criteria (and these are by no means the only considerations that should be taken into 

account when evaluating a song for corporate worship), it becomes painfully clear that not all 

songs are created equal. The reader is encouraged to compare a popular contemporary praise and 

worship song to a good solid hymn and evaluate which best fulfils the afore stated criterial; for 

example, contrast “Good Good Father” by Chris Tomlin to “Alas! And Did My Savior Bleed” by 

Isaac Watts, or contrast “Here’s My Heart” by David Crowder to “Take My Life and Let it Be” 

by Frances Havergal, or if you want two contemporary songs, compare “How He Loves” by 

David Crowder to “How Deep the Father’s Love for Us” by Stuart Townend.1 

Back to the text, first, it is necessary for Christians to mean what they sing in congregational 

worship because the purpose of congregational singing is to teach and admonish one another. In 

order for the any given member of a congregation to be taught and admonished by the other 

members of the congregation, he must know what the other congregants means when they sing. 

But this is not possible with many contemporary praise and worship songs, for they are designed 

specifically for congregants to bring their own meaning to the text. Just look at how often they 

repeat the various parts in the song, some contemporary praise and worship songs only have one 

verse, a chorus, and a bridge, each of which is repeated many times because the congregant is 

expected to bring his own meaning to the text, which might be different each time. Otherwise 

those singing the song would get incredibly bored because what meaning a chorus actually has 

almost never merits singing it 4 times in a row. Or consider this hypothetical example of a 

congregation singing a song that repeats the word “forever” 12 times at the end of the song.2 One 

congregant might be singing that single word and thinking of God’s eternal decree to save him 

and thanking God for His great love and another might be thinking on the eternality of God and 

                                                 
1 See CongSing.org for studies of “Take My Life and Let it Be” and “Alas! And Did My Savior Bleed” 

2 Which is not so far off from Michael W. Smith repeating “Your love endures forever” 8 times in a row in his song, 

“Forever.” 

http://www.congsing.org/take_my_life.html
http://www.congsing.org/alas_and_did.html


how He exists from everlasting to everlasting. The meanings that both congregants are bringing 

to the text of the song are both true, yet neither is teaching and admonishing his fellow 

congregants by his singing and so is each is failing to fulfil the purpose of church music stated in 

Colossians 3:16. If a song is so vague or imprecise that we must bring our own meaning to the 

text, then we cannot mean what we are singing. We might very well mean what we are thinking 

when we say the same words over and over again, but that meaning is solely individual and is 

not shared with those around us. This is incredibly important, because if we bring our own 

meaning to the text – no matter how theologically orthodox it is – then we cannot teach and 

admonish one another by our singing, because each person is bringing his own private meaning 

to the song and that meaning is not imparted to the rest of the congregation.3 

Second, when Paul tells the Colossians to sing in their hearts to God he is instructing them to 

sing wholeheartedly and truly mean what they sing. In order to follow Paul’s instruction, we 

must sing songs that have actual meaning, for otherwise we cannot actually mean what we are 

singing. 

This principle implies that sounds with no meaning should not play a prominent role (if they 

can be allowed any at all) in our singing, so songs with “la la la”s or “oh oh oh”s or “yeah yeah 

yeah”s are not suitable either to teach and admonish one another or to sing in our hearts.4 This is 

a similar principle to what Paul gave in 1 Corinthians 14:16, when he instructed the Corinthians 

that all tongues/languages spoken in the service must be translated, “Otherwise, if you give 

thanks with your spirit, how can anyone in the position of an outsider say ‘Amen’ to your 

thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying?” It is impossible for one congregant 

to affirm what another is saying and be edified if he does not know what the other is means by 

what he is saying. Earlier I gave the example of two Christians bringing their own perfectly 

orthodox meanings to the word “forever” while repeating it at the end of a song. Yet it is just as 

possible that some congregants might be bringing heterodox meanings to the text, but just as in 

the other case, it is impossible for congregants to know what each other means in their singing 

when they are bringing the meaning to the text. 

Some will undoubtedly object that hymns are too hard to sing and that it is impossible for 

them to mean what they say when they sing hymns. I most definitely agree that hymns can be 

hard to sing when one is only used to singing contemporary worship music. If one is conditioned 

to bring his own meaning to the text of a song instead of discern the actual meaning that the 

                                                 
3 This also has implications for how we read the Bible. If a congregation is trained to bring their own meaning to the 

text of the songs they sing, I believe that it will also train them to bring their own meaning to the text of the Bible, 

and therefore read out of it what they want to find instead the authors intended meaning. Perhaps a good term for 

this singing would be “eisegesis singing.” 

4 For example, David Crowder Band’s song “Oh Praise Him” at 2:49 does not allows those singing it to either teach 

and admonish one another or to mean what they are singing – because what they are singing has no apparent 

meaning. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w9VomNXhKj4


author intended, he will find it very hard to sing hymns at first because he is not used to singing 

in the way that they are intended to be sung. It is a hard thing to bring one’s own meaning to a 

text that is specifically designed to convey a certain meaning and only that meaning. It can also 

be hard for the contemporary worship music singer because it requires more of our intellect to 

find out the meaning of a text and to mean it wholeheartedly while we sing than it does to invent 

our own meaning. Eisegesis is always easier than exegesis. However, if one might spend some 

time becoming familiar hymns and maybe even memorizing the great ones, he will soon find that 

he has no difficulty singing them to his fellow congregants and meaning what he says the whole 

time. 

All of this has great implications for how songs ought to be chosen for corporate worship 

(although not everything on that matter can be state here and will get its own essay), specifically 

in the area of doctrinal correctness. Songs must be selected very carefully in order to insure that 

there is no heterodox meaning in the text or implied by the text, for if there were the gathered 

saints could not sing that song with all their hearts for to do so would be to embrace heterodox 

doctrines. This can be illustrated in Michael W. Smith’s song “Above All.” The chorus of 

Smith’s song goes, “Crucified Laid behind a stone. You lived to die, Rejected and alone. Like a 

rose Trampled on the ground, You took the fall And thought of me Above all” (emphasis added). 

The italicized phrase is what we want to zero in on. Smith is claiming in this song that the chief 

or highest thought or purpose in Christ’s mind when He went to the cross was the singers of this 

song. Now certainly Smith did not mean that Christ only thought of those who sing this song, 

and his words can be generalized out to mean that Christ’s first and foremost concern was about 

sinners while on the cross. This is manifestly wrong; Christ’s first and foremost concern in His 

life and death was for the glory of God. That is why when on the night that He was betrayed 

Jesus begins His prayer with the disciples with these words, “Father, the hour has come; glorify 

your Son that the Son may glorify you.”5 Jesus’ prayer in the garden of Gethsemane was “not as 

I will, but as you will.”6 The author of Hebrews said that Jesus “for the joy that was set before 

him endured the cross.”7 This joy was in being seated at the right hand of Majesty (Hebrews 1:3, 

8:1) the perfect High Priest who offered Himself as an unblemished sacrifice in order to bring 

many sons to glory (Hebrews 2:10). This does not at all diminish what Christ did for us, but His 

chief thought was to the glory of God. Examples of heterodox meaning in contemporary worship 

songs (and in bad hymns) could be multiplied (e.g. the line “Peace so unexplainable I, I can 

hardly think” from “Good Good Father”), but suffice it to say that it is necessary for the songs 

we sing to be doctrinally correct in order for the saints to obey the mandate of Scripture to sing 

with all their hearts. 

                                                 
5 John 17:1. 

6 Matthew 26:39, c.f. John 5:30, 6:38. 

7 Hebrews 12:2. 



To conclude, it is very important that the songs selected for corporate worship be both 

meaningful and orthodox. The church of Christ is commanded to sing wholeheartedly to both 

one another and to God and thereby teach and admonish one another as the word of Christ dwells 

in them richly – our main concern is not that we would be found to please others but that we 

would be found to be obedient to the word of God. 


