Instrumental Music in Worship
A Biblical/Historical Argument
by L. A. Mott
The other L. A. has asked me to condense my pamphlet (reviewed elsewhere in this issue) for publication in Biblical Insights. I'll try.
Our usual explanation with regard to why we do not use instrumental music in worship is that the New Testament does not authorize its use.  Now many people may feel forced to concede the silence of the New Testament in regard to instrumental music, but think this silence is not important.  My argument does not rest upon the mere silence of the New Testament, but upon that silence in its Biblical/Historical context which makes that silence significant indeed.
Nothing of real significance with regard to music in worship is found in the Old Testament until the time of David.  But we know David was a musician from our first acquaintance with him (1 Sam 16:16, 18, 23; see 18:10).  Then music became increasingly important in the reign of David.
The Temple Service Organized by David
After the conquest of Jerusalem, the bringing of the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem was celebrated with songs and with the playing of all kinds of musical instruments by David and all Israel (2 Sam 6:5; 1 Chron 13:8; ch 15).  God did not permit David to build the temple, but it was David who organized the priests and Levites into courses for the temple service (1 Chron 23-26), and this organization was observed after the building of the temple by Solomon.  Among these arrangements made by David when he "was old and full of days" (1 Chron 23:1) was an elaborate organization of Levites for the service of song connected with the temple (1 Chron 25; see 23:5).  For other references describing this function consult 1 Chronicles 23:5; 25:1-7.  The building of the temple was left to Solomon.  But 1 Chronicles 21-29 leaves no doubt how much David had the temple and its various arrangements at heart.  The pattern for the temple was revealed to David, who gave it to Solomon, along with various exhortations about this project to be entrusted to him.  David had collected materials to be used in building the temple, and it was David who organized the priests and Levites for the temple service.  But for our purposes, it is most important to notice that the systematic use of music in worship, including instrumental music, had its origin in the closing period of David's reign.  There is no evidence of a systematic use of music in connection with Old Testament worship until David organized the Levites for the song service connected first with the tabernacle and then with the temple.  The later references to music in worship also connect it with David.
Reign of Solomon
 The first part of the reign of Solomon was devoted to the construction of the temple (1 Kings 6-9). 2 Chronicles 5:11-14 describes musical arrangements at the dedication of the temple.  But 2 Chronicles 7:6 is of particular importance.  The Levites used instruments of music which David had made.  Further, 2 Chronicles 8:14-15 points out that the musical arrangements set in order by Solomon were "according to the ordinance of David his father."  These arrangements were as David had commanded.
Later Kings:  Three Reformation Movements
In later times, when apostasy had corrupted the temple service and reform and restoration by faithful kings became necessary, invariably these reformers went back to David and set the musical arrangements in order "according to the order of David."  That was true of the reform led by Jehoiada the priest after Athaliah's usurpation (2 Chron 23:13, 18); and also the reforms of Hezekiah (2 Chron 29:25-28, 30) and of Josiah (2 Chron 34:12; 35:3, 4, 15).  The point is this:  The musical service was instituted by David.  When various apostasies corrupted the temple service, the reforming kings that cleaned up the mess did not institute a new system.  They simply restored the service instituted by David. 

The Period of Restoration
The greatest disruption, however, came when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians.  Jerusalem and its temple were left in ruins.  The whole system was in disarray.  The sacrifices, the religious festivals, the temple service-all had been discontinued.  When the people returned to the homeland after the seventy year captivity to Babylon, the temple had to be rebuilt and the whole system had to be restored.  What we have found to be true of the reformation movements prior to the Babylonian exile was also true of the restoration movement following the exile.  Restoration was carried out in accord with two standards:  the sacrificial service was restored according to the law of Moses; the music was restored according to the temple service established by David.  With regard to the music the leaders of Israel in the period after captivity did not devise a new system.  They simply restored the plan that had been established by David.  The key references documenting this point are Ezra 3:10f; 8:20; Numbers 12:24, 35, 36, 44-46.
Summary at the End of the Old Testament
Historical developments in the Old Testament with regard to music in worship can be summarized as follows: There was no organized or systematic use of music in worship until the time of David, at which time an elaborately organized system was established.  The order established by David was then accepted by the kings that followed David.  Periods of apostasy frequently disrupted and corrupted Israel's worship.  But when reforming kings came to the throne, a return was always made to the system established by David.  The Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and the captivity that followed was the greatest disruption of all.  But when the people turned to the land, again the precedent for the music service was found in David's system.  So we must observe several significant points with regard to the Old Testament song service which involved instrumental music.  First, the pattern for this song service goes back to David.  Second, it was connected with Jerusalem.  Third, it was connected with the temple built by Solomon and then restored after the captivity by Joshua and Zerubbabel.  Fourth, it was connected with the Levites.  This is the background against which the teaching of the New Testament and the silence of the New Testament with regard to instrumental music in worship must be evaluated and interpreted. 

Back to David or Back to Jesus and his Apostolic Spokesmen?
The New Testament is not totally silent with regard to worship.  The key point was established by Jesus in his conversation with the woman at the well in Samaria (John 4:19-24).  When the Samarian woman raised the question about the proper place of worship, Jesus replied that a new order was approaching and in fact was already present, in which God would be worshipped in spirit and truth, but not in any particular place.  He could not be plainer.  Jerusalem, with its temple, would no longer have the significance it once had.  The Father would be worshipped neither on Mount Gerizim as the Samaritans did, nor in Jerusalem as the Jews did.  True worshipers would worship the Father in spirit and truth, and the place would be insignificant. 

After periods of apostasy, pre-exilic reformers like Jehoiada, Hezekiah, and Josiah had restored the song service prescribed by David-that service connected with Jerusalem, the temple and the Levites.  The post-exilic Jews had done the same thing after the Babylonian captivity.  But is it not as clear as the brightest day that New Testament worshipers do not go back to David as the reforming kings did and as the restoration Jews did?  Under Christ Jesus Jerusalem has lost its religious significance.  The temple no longer exists.  We no longer have a Levitical priesthood standing "day by day ministering and offering oftentimes the same sacrifices," which never could take away sins anyway (see Heb 10:11).  That priesthood has been superseded by the all-sufficient sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  The Davidic song service connected with the temple and the Levites is long gone.  We cannot, therefore, assume that since instrumental music was in the Old Testament system instituted by David, it should be in New Testament worship.  There cannot be the faintest doubt where the burden of proof lies in this matter. The whole system that included instrumental music in worship is obsolete. It is long gone.  If someone thinks that the music which was a part of that system remains, the burden of proof is on him.  He must cite New Testament evidence to prove his point.  In fact, the New Testament does contain abundant evidence indicating the apostolic use of singing in worship.  But no one can find a shred of evidence that the Lord Jesus has authorized the use of instrumental music in worship. 

I have run out of space, but in the pamphlet I go on to argue that the burden of proof is even heavier than I have made it to appear so far.  The nature of the progress from Old Testament to New Testament is not a matter of quantity, more of the same, but a matter of quality, a difference in fundamental nature:   Not more animal sacrifices, outdoing even Solomon (1 Kings 8:62-64), but sacrifices that are spiritual in nature (Rom 12:1-2; Heb 13:15-16; 1 Pet 2:5); not the physical Jerusalem, but "the heavenly Jerusalem" as our mother city (Gal 4:25-26; Heb 12:22); not a material temple even greater than Solomon's, but a spiritual temple (Matt 24:1-2; 1 Cor 3:16-17; Eph 2:22; 1 Pet 2:5); not a fleshly nation like Israel, but a spiritual people with the law of God written in their hearts (Jer 31:31-34; Matt 21:43; 1 Pet 2:9).  No wonder the music the New Testament exhorts us to make is the music of the heart (Eph 5:19).  That is what we should expect to find in the New Testament.  It is a form of praise that is consistent with the spiritual nature of the whole New Testament order of things.  The advocates of instrumental music in worship have a burden that is heavy indeed.  They are required to find New Testament evidence of instrumental music in the worship of the church, when in fact such mechanical music would seem to run contrary to the nature of the New Testament economy.  It is not something that one conversant with the nature of the New Testament economy in contrast with the Old Testament would even expect to find in the New Testament. 
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