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A person who gives [the gift of music] some thought and yet does not regard music as a 

marvelous creation of God, must be a clodhopper indeed and does not deserve to be called a 

human being; he should be permitted to hear nothing but the braying of asses and the grunting 

of hogs. 

- Martin Luther, from his Forward to Georg Rhau's Symphoniae. 

 

Martin Luther did not beat around the bush; he thought music was incredibly important. In 

the same piece as the epigraph, Luther said,  

“I truly desire that all Christians would love and regard as worthy the lovely gift of 

music, which is a precious, worthy, and costly treasure given to mankind by God. The 

riches of music are so excellent and so precious that words fail me whenever I attempt to 

discuss and describe them.... In summa, next to the Word of God, the noble art of music 

is the greatest treasure in the world.”1 

 

If Luther was right, then sacred music is one of the most important aspects of worship in the 

church. Theologian and media ecologist T. David Gordon once had a discussion with Milton 

Winter, a fellow PHD candidate at Union Theological Seminary. Winter challenged Gordon to a 

contest; he (Winter) would write the hymnals and Gordon would write the systematic theologies, 

and they would see which one influenced the church more. Gordon quickly (and wisely) turned 

down the challenge, because he knew how important music was in the life and thought of the 

church.2 Many important figures and events in church history have affected the way Christians 

have sung in church over the centuries, one of them was the revivals orchestrated by Dwight L. 

Moody and Ira Sankey in the 1870s. These revivals changed church music by the introduction 

and popularization of the “gospel song” or “gospel hymn”, which switched the purpose for 

church music away from the edification of believers to evangelistic effectiveness and included 

pop music into the church’s repertoire. 

                                                 
1 Luther, Martin. "Forward." In Symphoniae iucundae, by Georg Rhau. 1538. 

2 Gordon, T. David. Why Johnny Can't Sing Hymns. Philipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2010, p. 35. 
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Average Joe (AJ) jostled with thousands of other people, trying to get a seat in a large 

building to hear the famed Dwight L. Moody and Ira Sankey preach and sing respectively. AJ 

was part of the lucky twelve thousand that the ushers let in; they turned away thousands of others 

because the building was full.3 Gaslights lit up the building brilliantly, and a closed off section 

up front was lit especially well. That section was for the newspaper reporters, they recorded 

everything that happened at the revivals.4 If AJ were lucky, he might have seen President Grant, 

his cabinet, and the Supreme Court justices at the revival.5 The meeting commenced with half an 

hour of stirring gospel hymns, including hymns such as, “Hold the Fort,” “Beautiful River,” 

“Sweet By and By,” and “The Ninety and Nine.”6 At the end of this singing time, Sankey played 

a moving solo on his melodeon to prepare for the sermon, which Moody delivered in a simple 

but impassioned manner7 on the parable of the great banquet in Luke 14, focusing on the excuses 

people typically give to avoid becoming Christians and the urgency of accepting Christ.8 The 

sermon was followed by Sankey playing “Softly and Tenderly” as an invitation song. 9 AJ was 

part of one million people that got in to the Grand Depot Revival in Philadelphia, during the nine 

                                                 
3 Evensen, Bruce J. "'It's Harder Getting into the Depot than Heaven': Moody, Mass Media and the Philadelphia 

Revival of 1875-76." Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies Vol. 69 (Spring 2002): 149-178, p. 

150. 

4 Op. cit., p. 165-166. Compare with: Evensen, Bruce J. "'It Is a Marvel to Many People': Dwight L. Moody, Mass 

Media, and the New England Revival of 1877." The New England Quarterly Vol. 72 (June 1999), p. 259-260. 

5 Op. cit., p. 171. 

6 Hustad, Donald P. Jubilate! Church Music in the Evangelical Tradition. Carol Stream: Hope Publishing Company, 

1981, p. 152. Compare with: Downey, James C. "Revivalism, the Gospel Song and Social Reform." 

Ethnomusicology Vol. 9 (May, 1965), p. 119. 

7 Moody, only having a 4th grade education, did not have the most eloquent English. See Evensen. Philadelphia 

Revival, p. 165. In fact, it was so bad that Walt Whitman referred to “Moody’s wonderful murder of syntax,” quoted 

in Evenson. New England Revival, p. 267.  

8 Evensen. Philadelphia Revival, p. 171. 
9 Downey, James C. "Revivalism, the Gospel Song and Social Reform." Ethnomusicology Vol. 9 (May, 1965), p. 

124. 
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weeks it was there (starting on November 21, 1875); 4,200 of whom prayed to become 

Christians.10 

Like all historical events, the gospel hymns of the Moody-Sankey Revivals did not appear ex 

nihilo; other movements preceded and influenced them. Sunday school songs were the 

immediate precursor of gospel hymns, and camp meetings songs preceded them. Camp meetings 

became popular in America in the early 19th century mainly on the frontier, where Christians 

would meet together and sing emotionally charged music with simple lyrics.11 One of the 

distinguishing features of the camp meeting songs was their use of refrains,12 which they 

subsequently passed on to Sunday school songs.13 Sunday school songs, written by various 

authors/composers such as Robert Lowry, George Root, and Robert Doane, provided the 

revivalists with early examples of what would become “gospel hymns.”14 In fact, the hymnal 

compiled by the revivalists Ira Sankey and Philip Bliss (after Bliss’ death James McGranahan 

and George Stebbins took his place) Gospel Hymns, contained many authors/composers of 

Sunday school songs and was similar in music and lyrics to the Sunday school hymn books.15 

Sunday school songs were very important to the development of the gospel hymn; they were 

written by many of the same authors and were so similar that they were often hard to 

                                                 
10 Evensen. Philadelphia Revival, p. 150. 

11 Music, David W., and Paul Richardson. I Will Sing the Wondrous Story: A History of Baptist Hymnody in North 

America. Macon: Mercer University Press, 2008, p. 307. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Op. cit., p. 311. 

14 Benson, Louis F. The English Hymn: Its Development and Use In Worship. Richmond: John Knox Press, 1915, p. 

484. 
15 Sizer, Sandra S. Gospel Hymns and Social Religion: The Rhetoric of Nineteenth-Century Revivalism. 

Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1978, p. 6-7. 
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distinguish.16 Musicologists David Music and Paul Richardson say that they were so similar, that 

the main differences were “the Sunday school song was sometimes on a more elementary level 

than the gospel song, and the Sunday school song preceded the gospel song in point of time.”17 

Lyrically, the gospel hymns differed in considerable ways from traditional hymnody. The 

gospel hymn’s texts were often light on theology/doctrine and lacking in poetic beauty.18 Gospel 

hymn writers relied heavily on metaphor in their lyrics,19 and thematically, battle, pilgrimage, 

heaven, and mission appear frequently in gospel hymns.20 Music historian Sandra Sizer sums up 

the differences between gospel songs and traditional hymnody in two words: passivity and 

passion.21 Traditional hymns presented man as a wretched sinning worm who willfully 

disobeyed and rebelled against God, but gospel hymns presented him as a wandering victim of 

evil who was cursed by the law. Traditional hymns presented Jesus as the far off holy and 

majestic creator God, but gospel hymns presented Him as a loving friend whom men could relate 

to in an almost romantic way.22 

Musically, gospel hymns differed significantly from traditional hymnody. Musicologist 

Joshua Drake numbers the differences at four. First, gospel hymns primarily utilize compound 

meter (where each beat is divided into three). Second, they used simple polyphony (simple 

                                                 
16 Hooper, William Loyd. Church Music In Transition. Nashville: Broadman Press, 1963, p. 97. 
17 Music and Richardson, p. 333. See also Brawley, Benjamin. History of the English Hymn. New York: The 

Abington Press, 1932, p. 203, “Soon some of the pieces composed for Sunday schools began to be used in meetings 

for older people, and one form especially cultivated was that of the ballad with a refrain.” 

18 Reynolds, William Jensen. A Survey of Christian Hymnody. New York: Hold, Rhinehart and Winston, Inc., 1963, 

p. 107-108. 

19 Exemplified in Francis Havergal’s “Light after Darkness,” Sizer, p. 24-25. 

20 Op. cit., p. 26. 

21 Op. cit., p. 39. 

22 Op. cit., p. 27-39. 
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harmonies). Third, they employed chromatic neighbor tones (notes borrowed from other key 

signatures). Fourth, they followed the Sunday school songs in commonly using refrains.23  

The importance of the gospel hymn is not so much in the musical differences themselves, 

although they were not insignificant, but the fact that the writers of gospel hymns were imitating 

secular pop music. Among the secular pop artists from which gospel hymn writers borrowed 

musical idioms were Johann Strauss, Stephen Foster, Gilbert Sullivan, and John Philip Sousa.24 

Ethnomusicologist James C. Downey notes that the melodies of gospel hymns “were more 

closely related to the popular music of the Civil War than to the body of music used by the 

churches in the early nineteenth century.”25 An interesting example of this is how the revivalists 

used the tune for “Tramp, Tramp, Tramp, the Boys are Marching” for their popular song, “Jesus 

Loves the Little Children.”26 Sankey imitated pop music not only in his congregational songs, 

but also in his solos.27 There was no one genera that gospel hymn writers drew from exclusively, 

but instead they employed musical styles from all over the map, including idioms drawn from 

“the waltz, march, minstrel show tune, sentimental ballad, and operetta.”28 Sankey and other 

revivalists did not try to hide the fact that they used secular pop idioms, and their critics 

sometimes criticized their music for being too similar to that of the music hall;29 in fact, the same 

                                                 
23 Drake, Joshua, interview by Taylor Drummond. Professor of Music and Humanities Grove City, PA, (March 3, 

2016). 

24 Music and Richardson, p. 333. 

25 Downey, James C. "Revivalism, the Gospel Song and Social Reform." Ethnomusicology Vol. 9 (May, 1965), p. 

120 

26 Ibid. 

27 Hustad, p. 152. 
28 Music, David W. "The Baptist Influence on Revival Music / The Revival Influence on Baptist Music." Baptist 

History and Heritage, 2010, p. 40. 

29 Stowe, David W. ""An Inestimable Blessing": The American Gospel Invasion of 1873." ATQ, Sept. 2002, p. 193. 
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men who wrote tunes for the music halls and commercial publishing houses wrote some of the 

tunes used for gospel hymns.30 Gospel hymns were so similar to popular music at the time that 

music historian Richard Crawford called them “sacred songs in popular dress,”31 and religion 

historian Stephen Marini said that they were “assembled on the streets of Chicago and at the 

entertainments of New York,”32 highlighting their reliance on pop music. 

It is important not to be too critical of gospel hymns and condemn them too quickly for 

borrowing from secular musical idioms. The popular musical idioms of the late nineteenth 

century were in some ways still congregationally oriented.33 For example, Stephen Foster wrote 

his parlor music for families to play and sing along to in their homes. In order for Foster to be 

successful, his music needed to be singable and playable by groups. Therefore, in borrowing 

music from the secular idiom the revivalists were not employing a tool completely unfit for the 

purpose of congregational singing. Joshua Drake compared it to “digging a hole with a dull 

spade,” it was not the best tool for the job, but neither was it the worst.34 

The real influence that gospel hymns had on church music was not what they borrowed from 

secular pop music, but that they borrowed from it at all. It is hard to overestimate the popularity 

and influence that gospel hymns had on church music from the 1870s on.35 Gospel hymns were 

                                                 
30 Downey, p. 120. 

31 Crawford, Richard. America's Musical Life: A History. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001, p. 445. 

32 Marini, Stephen A. Sacred Song in America. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003, p. 111. 

33 Probably due to the fact that the music recording and broadcasting had not yet been invented and individualized 

music yet. 

34 Drake. 

35Hustad, Donald P. Jubilate II: Church Music in Worship and Renewal. Carol Stream: Hope, 1993, p. 455-456, 

“It is impossible to overestimate the influence of these simple experience songs written by theological and musical 

armatures and the grip they had on the general public.” Quoted in Aniol, Scott. Worship in Song: A Biblical 

Approach to Music and Worship. Winona Lake: BMH Books, 2009. 
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so popular that the hymnal that Sankey and Bliss complied in 1876, Gospel Hymns, was wildly 

successful and remained so well into the twentieth century.36 Gospel Hymns was so popular that 

five subsequent editions were published and Music and Richardson call it the “‘Bible’ of gospel 

hymnody in the United States.”37 However, the popularity of Gospel Hymns was not merely 

additive, in that it added many songs to the churches repertoire, but also subtractive, because it 

supplanted many traditional hymnals.38 

The popularity of these gospel hymns was not mere happenstance, they differed from 

traditional hymnody in a very important way: the gospel hymn writers designed them so that the 

general populace would like them.39 Sunday school songs influenced gospel hymns in this regard 

as well; one of the most prominent Sunday school songwriters, Robert Lowry, was solely 

concerned with his music’s popular effectiveness.40 Gospel hymns followed suit because they 

needed to be popular in order to be effective at fulfilling their purpose – evangelism – and 

incredibly effective they were.41 Some hymnals mixed Sunday school songs and gospel hymns 

so thoroughly that it was nigh impossible to tell them apart.42 All the musical and lyrical qualities 

of gospel hymns helped them be effective at evangelism, they were easy to sing musically and 

easy to understand theologically, both aspects which lend themselves to ease of remembrance 

and use by the “unchurched.” 

                                                 
36 Crawford, p. 446. 

37 Music and Richardson, p. 34. 

38 Ryden, E. E. The Story of Christian Hymnody. Rock Island: Augustana Press, 1959, p. 557. 

39 Foote, Henry Wilder. Three Centuries of American Hymnody. New York: Archon Books, 1968, p. 264. 

40 Op. cit., p. 265. 

41 Hooper, p. 98. The gospel hymns were so effective that many believed them to have a sort of mystical divine 

power, and the revivalists elevated them to be of equal importance with the sermon, see Downey, p. 119. 

42 Music and Richardson, p. 333. 
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These gospel hymns of the 1870s revivals are very significant in order to understand church 

music today. First, they still play a large role in the most popular hymnals of the evangelical 

church. The Hymnal for Worship and Celebration has at least 51 hymns, the music and/or text of 

which were written by revivalists,43 The Trinity Hymnal uses at least 44, the music and/or text of 

which were written by revivalists,44 and The Mennonite Hymnal has an entire section 72 hymns 

long devoted to gospel hymns.45 Second, the Moody-Sankey revivals resulted in a colossal influx 

of people into the local churches. After both their Boston and Philadelphia revivals, 

Congregationalist, Methodist, Baptist, Presbyterian, and Episcopal churches all reported a large 

gain in new members, in some cases doubling what they had seen in years past.46 Music shows 

how this effected the Baptist denomination in two principle ways, first, by changing the focus of 

Baptist worship away from the Christian meeting God and toward evangelism of the lost; 

second, by Baptist churches’ abandonment their old hymnody in favor of the gospel hymn, 

because they desired to replicate the effects of revival meetings in their worship services.47 The 

Moody-Sankey revivals serve as a testament to how much influence the pop culture can have on 

church music and by what conduits it is likely to come into the church. The gospel hymn found 

its way into the church through two channels, the Sunday school and the converts. This is very 

                                                 
43 The Hymnal for Worship and Celebration. Waco: Word Music, 1986. The hymns are: 66, 100, 106, 172, 175, 

195, 216, 270, 273, 289, 299, 301, 313, 327, 328, 336, 337, 342, 345, 348, 353, 355, 356, 357, 358, 365, 371, 385, 

404, 409, 428, 431, 433, 441, 443, 445, 453, 460, 461, 462, 486, 493, 496, 506, 520, 521, 531, 550, 555, 579, 605. 

44 Trinity Hymnal (Rev. ed.). Suwanee: Great Commission Publications, 1990. The hymns are: 130, 153, 173, 175, 

178, 187, 189, 190, 191, 234, 246, 249, 264, 276, 307, 403, 476, 480, 501, 521, 533, 537, 547, 55, 556, 579, 599, 

600, 604, 605, 610, 623, 634, 638, 650, 655, 674, 688, 69, 691, 692, 697, 701, 705. 

45 The Mennonite Hymnal. Newton: Faith and Life Press, 1969, hymn numbers 522-597. 

46 Evensen, Philadelphia, p. 175; and Evensen, New England, p. 270. 

47 Music, p. 42-43. Other denominations were more critical of revivalism and gospel hymns, but even they were 

influenced by them to some degree, see: Vieker, Jon D. ""What a Friend We Have in Jesus": Missouri Lutherans 

Encounter Revivalism and the Gospel Song." Logia Vol. 17 (Eastertide 2008): 17-28. 
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relevant for evangelical churches in America today, because they have seen a similar occurrence 

take place in the past forty years. Drake’s childhood church serves as an illustration of this. His 

Southern Baptist church moved away from singing hymns (many of which were gospel hymns) 

to singing more and more contemporary praise choruses while he was growing up. First, the 

youth group started singing contemporary praise choruses and as a result, grew rapidly; the youth 

loved singing them and so they come in greater and greater numbers. As they became adults and 

became full members of his church, they brought the contemporary praise choruses with them 

and displaced the old hymnody of the church.48 The evangelical churches in America should 

study the Moody-Sankey revivals and the influence of the gospel hymn on church music in order 

to evaluate contemporary Christian music. Churches must wrestle with the purpose of music in 

corporate worship – edification or evangelism – and then decide which musical idiom allows 

them to accomplish their purpose best. 

  

                                                 
48 Drake. 
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