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Purpose:  The purpose of this study is to examine the Biblical basis for a cappella singing in the Church 
 

• a cappella is Italian for in the manner of the Church.  The term formally means singing without the use of 
musical instruments.  The RPCNA practices a cappella singing.  Next time, we will discuss why we sing 
the canonical Psalms of the Bible to the exclusion of all other songs in worship.  Today, we are going to 
look at how we are to sing praise in worship 
 

• We need to remember the governing principle of Biblical worship.  We are to do what God commands us 
to do in worship.  We are not to add to what He commands or take away from it.  This regulative principle 
of worship (RPW) means that we must find Biblical warrant for each of the parts of worship.  If we find no 
Biblical warrant for the use of musical instruments for New Covenant worship, we must not use them.  
 

• The RP Testimony 21.6 articulates our position on how to praise God with singing in worship.  We are 
going to follow the argument of our testimony in order to understand our conviction. 

 
RP 21.6 The Psalms are to be sung without the accompaniment of instruments, which are not part of the New 
Testament pattern of worship. Musical instruments were commanded for use with the offering of sacrifices in the 
Old Testament temple worship.  The death of Christ being the perfect and final sacrifice brought an end to this way 
of worship. There is neither command for nor example of the use of musical instruments in the words or practice of 
Christ and the apostles. The command of the New Testament is to offer the sacrifice of praise—the fruit of our lips. 
Num. 10:10; 2 Chron. 29:25-30; Heb. 9:12; Heb. 13:15 
 

• Musical instruments were commanded for use with the offering of sacrifices in the Old Testament temple 
worship.  We need to recognize two important concepts about the OT use of musical instruments.  1) why 
they were used and 2) how the were used. 
 

o In the OT worship, musical instruments were always played according God’s authority or 
according to His divine command. (2 Chron 29:25) 
 

 Num 10:1-10 gives the first institution of the use of musical instruments in worship as part 
of a broader use of the trumpets in the camp of Israel.  In verse 8, God commands that only 
the sons of Aaron, the priests, shall blow the trumpets.  In verse 10, God commands that 
the trumpets be blown during worship. 
 

 Many passages in 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah show that musical instruments 
were used according to God’s command.  A notable passage is 2 Chronicles 29:25.  There, 
we learn that God instituted the specific instruments for Temple worship through the 
prophets David, Gad, and Nathan. 
 

o The musical instruments were specifically associated with the sacrifices or burnt offerings.  
Numbers 10:10 gives a clear command to blow the trumpets over your burnt offerings and over the 
sacrifices of your peace offerings.  We can see a picture of how this was implemented according to 
God’s will in 2 Chron 29:27-29.  The priests and Levites began playing the instruments when the 
offering began and they played until the offering was finished. 
 

o In summary, God commanded instruments be played as part of the ceremonial sacrifices of the 
tabernacle and Temple and by the Levitical priests. 
 

• The death of Christ being the perfect and final sacrifice brought an end to this way of worship.  We have 
just noted that musical instruments were used in worship as part of the sacrifices on the altar; therefore, the 
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musical instruments were part of the ceremonial law that was typical of Jesus Christ’s sacrifice.  It is 
generally recognized by Reformed and most other Protestant Christians that Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross 
fulfilled and abrogated all the sacrifices of the OT worship.  Heb 7:10-12 teaches that the Levitical 
priesthood has been replaced by Jesus, a priest of the order of Melchizedek.  Heb 9:12 teaches that Christ’s 
sacrifice was the last sacrifice.  So, with no Levitical priesthood to play the instruments and no further 
sacrifices, NT worship has no occasion for instruments nor musicians to play them.  In other words, the use 
of musical instruments went away with the OT forms and symbols of Temple worship.  Also, read John 
4:21-24. 
 

• There is neither command for nor example of the use of musical instruments in the words or practice of 
Christ and the apostles.  This statement is an argument from silence.  When we read the NT, we will find 
no command for instruments to be reinstituted.  Remember that musical instruments were always governed 
under God’s direct authority in the OT.  According to the RPW, if Christ or the Apostles did not institute 
the use of musical instruments by command or example, the NT Church has no warrant to use them in 
worship. 
 

• The command of the New Testament is to offer the sacrifice of praise—the fruit of our lips.  Though we see 
an argument from the silence of warrant to use musical instruments to praise the Lord in the NT, there are a 
few passages in the NT that give us positive instructions for how to praise God. 
 

o Heb 13:15 states, Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, 
the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name.  In other words, NT praise to God should come from 
our lips.  
 

o Col 3:16 teaches that our praise should arise out the thankfulness of our hearts. In Eph 5:19, Paul 
instructs us to sing making melody to the Lord with all your heart.  Paul indicates that our 
instrument is our hearts. 
 

• The position of a cappella singing in the NT is not new.  Actually, it was a prevailing position of the 
Church until around the 12th century AD.  In 670 AD, Pope Vitalianus did introduce the first organ into a 
Roman Catholic Church in Rome. 
 

John Chrysostom (345-404) “[the use of musical instruments] was only permitted to the Jews, as sacrifice was, for 
the heaviness and grossness of their souls.  God condescended to their weakness, because they were lately drawn 
off from idols:  but now instead of organs, we may use our own bodies to praise him withal.” 
 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)  “The Church does not use musical instruments such as the harp or lyre when 
praising God, in case she should seem to fall back into Judaism... For musical instruments usually move the soul 
more to pleasure than create inner moral goodness.  But in the [OT], they used instruments of this kind, both 
because the people were more coarse and carnal, so that they needed to be aroused by such instruments and with 
worldly promises, and also because these bodily instruments were symbolic of something.” 
 
Samuel Rutherford (1600-1661) “altars, organs, Jewish ephods, or surplice, masse-cloaths, and Romish crossing, 
bowing to altars, images, are badges of Jewish and Popish religion.” 
 
R. L. Dabney (1820-1898) “Christ and his apostles ordained the musical worship of the New Dispensation without 
any sort of musical instrument, the enjoining only the singing with the voice of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  
Hence such instruments are excluded from Christian worship.  Such has been the creed of all churches, and in all 
ages, except of the Popish communion after it had reached the nadir of its corruption at the end of the thirteenth 
centure, and its prelatic imitators.” 


