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Principles for Selecting Church Music 

From the preface to the Hymn Proposal 

The song of the church is to be suitable for the church’s worship to the glory of God! 

I. The songs of the Church are to be Scriptural.  In content, form, and spirit the Church’s songs 

must express the truth of the Holy Scriptures.  Augustine, referring to the singing of Psalms, said, 

“No one can sing anything worthy of God which he has not received from Him…then we are 

assured that God puts the words in our mouth.” 

II. The songs of the Church are to be a sacrifice of praise (Heb. 13:15).  Singing is an important 

element of the congregation’s response to God’s redeeming work in Christ Jesus and the Word 

proclaimed in the worship service.  John Calvin wrote, “Singing has great strength and power to 

move and to set on fire the hearts of men that they may call upon God and praise Him with a 

more vehement and more ardent zeal.  This singing should not be light or frivolous, but it ought 

to have weight and majesty.” 

III. The songs of the Church are to be aesthetically pleasing.  The songs for worship are to be a 

beautiful blend of God-honoring poetry and music (Ps. 92:1-4).  About such beauty, Abraham 

Kuyper remarks: “The world of sounds, the world of forms, the world of tints, and the world of 

poetic ideas, can have no other source than God; and it is our privilege as bearers of His image, 

to have a perception of their beautiful world, artistically to reproduce, and humanly to enjoy it.” 
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Guidelines for Selecting Songs 

From the preface to the Hymn Proposal 

1. The songs of the Church must be thoroughly biblical.  They are to represent the full range of the 

revelation of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit (Ps. 147:1). 

2. The Book of Psalms is foundational for the Church’s songs.  Therefore, all of these Psalms, in 

their entirety, ought to be included in the Church’s songbook. 

3. When Psalms or other portions of Scripture are set to music, the words must be faithful to the 

content and form of the inspired text (II Tim. 3:16). 

4. In the case of songs other than the versification of Scripture, the words must faithfully express 

the teaching of Scripture (Prov. 30:6) as summarized by our Reformed confessions. 

5. The songs of the Church must be intelligible (I Cor. 14:15) and edifying to the body of Christ (Col. 

3:16). 

6. The songs of the Church must reflect and preserve the language of the Church of all ages rather 

than accommodating current secular trends (Rom. 12:2). 

7. In content and form, the songs of the Church must be free from artificiality, sentimentality, and 

individualism. 

8. The music of the song should suit the text. 

9. The music of the Church should be expressive of the Reformed tradition.  Use is to be made of 

the music developed in the tradition of this rich heritage. 

10. The music of the Church should not be borrowed from music that suggests places and occasions 

other than the Church and the worship of God (Eph. 5:18-21). 

11. The melodies and harmonies of church music must be suitable for congregational singing, 

avoiding complicated rhythms, excessive syncopation, and a wide range of pitch. 
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Our guidelines i through iii are based on the principles and implications found in the Statement of Principle for Music in the 

Church in the original 1976 CRC Psalter Hymnal.  According to the second principle, the music of the church “should satisfy the 
aesthetic laws of balance, unity, variety, harmony, design, rhythm, restraint, and fitness which are the conditions of all art.”  
This is our standard for wholesome music as well. 
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Additional Principles and Guidelines 

As we began analyzing the Hymnbook Proposal, I and another musician at WSRBC were excited to find 

the list of principles and guidelines provided by the Committee.  However, we found it important to 

emphasize a few topics which the Synod-approved guidelines did not directly address.  As a result, we 

compiled the following list of additional principles and guidelines, which were subsequently approved by 

the WSRBC Worship Committee, and which we have continued to use in our evaluation of the Proposal.  

See the “Introductory Comments” section for a fuller explanation of the purpose of these additional 

criteria.  Below is the material we submitted to the Worship Committee. 

Additional Principles and Guidelines 
We wholeheartedly agree with the principles and guidelines approved by Synod and given by the 

committee in the preface to the URCNA hymnbook proposal.  The committee’s concern for integrity in 

both words and music is extremely important and very commendable.  However, we would like to bring 

out a few points that are not directly addressed in these guidelines. 

The terminology used in the third Principle (“The songs of the Church are to be aesthetically pleasing”) 

can lead to decisions that are too subjective.  A song that is pleasing to one person is often not pleasing 

to another.  In an effort to find a more objective way to evaluate the hymns, we have compiled the 

following additional criteria when considering the suitability of a song for congregational worship:1 

i. The lyrics should be able to stand alone as good poetry. 

ii. The music should be able to stand alone as good music. 

iii. The entire song should preserve the integrity of both poetry and music, neither 

overemphasizing nor detracting from either. 

iv. When alterations are made to the lyrics of a song, the altered lyrics should not interfere with the 

original music. 

v. When alterations are made to the music of a song, the altered music should not interfere with 

the original lyrics. 

We have provided these guidelines in the hope that they are an efficient and objective way to 

determine whether a song is truly “a beautiful blend of God-honoring poetry and music.” 

There are some other considerations which we have taken into account as well.  While they are by no 

means intended to replace or detract from the Principles and Guidelines that Synod has approved, we 

believe they are still important enough to mention here. 

vi. The author is an important aspect of a hymn or psalm setting.  This is briefly touched on in the 

fourth and ninth Guidelines in the preface.  Texts of hymns written by authors who hold to non-

Reformed doctrines should be carefully evaluated. 



2
Psalm 19:14. 
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vii. An effort should be made to preserve the original meaning of a hymn or psalm, as long as the 

text is faithful to Scripture and Reformed doctrine.  Alterations of lyrics, verse additions or 

removals, and other modifications should be carefully considered in this light.  While we believe 

alterations of lyrics are acceptable if the new lyrics more faithfully conform to the text of a 

psalm or other passage, more accurately reflect Reformed doctrine, or offer more clarity to the 

singers, other changes should be avoided. 

viii. Congregational familiarity with a hymn or psalm setting should be valued.  It may often be wise 

to favor a more familiar setting of a hymn over a less familiar version. 

ix. As long as Scriptural and doctrinal accuracy is present, traditional versions of hymns and psalms 

should be held in high esteem.  Without doubt, new settings of songs can clearly benefit the 

hymnbook in some instances.  However, traditional settings have great value since they are 

familiar and easy for most congregations and assure accuracy with their authors’ original 

meanings. 

x. Hymns should be “time-tested.”  In other words, the hymns contained in this new hymnal 

should already have lasting familiarity within a large majority of congregations in the Federation.  

Thus, for newer songs whose familiarity is not yet known, we recommend that the committee 

either survey URCNA congregations to ascertain the songs’ value to them, or omit them until a 

future edition of the hymnal when the songs can be reconsidered.  Another possibility to 

consider is the publication of a separate supplement to the Psalter Hymnal, a “landing area” for 

newer songs which may or may not be of lasting value to our churches.  The ones that thrive in 

our congregations could then be included in the next edition of the hymnal.  In any case, we 

believe it is far better to have a smaller hymnal containing well-known and well-loved hymns 

than a larger hymnal with many unfamiliar songs. 

xi. There are certain songs in the proposed hymnal section which meet the Synod-approved 

Guidelines for psalm settings (2 and 3) and should therefore be placed within the Psalm section 

of the new URCNA Psalter Hymnal. 

As we progress through the proposal, we hope that these criteria, along with the Principles and 

Guidelines approved by Synod, will help us present objective and God-glorifying comments regarding 

the hymnbook to the Worship Committee and Consistory in the near future.  Indeed, may the words of 

our mouths be acceptable in God’s sight as we seek to worship Him as He has directed.2 

   

 

—from pp. 7-10 of the URC Hymn Proposal Review by Michael Kearney  

 


