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John Calvin on Church Music

“To sing the praises of God upon the harp
and psaltery unquestionably formed a part of the
training of the law and of the service of God under
that dispensation of shadows and figures; but they are
not now to be used in public thanksgiving.” (Calvin on
Psalm 71:22).

“With respect to the tabret, harp, and
psaltery, we have formerly observed, and will find it
necessary afterwards to repeat the same remark, that
the Levites, under the law, were justified in making
use of instrumental music in the worship of God; it
having been his will to train his people, while they
were yet tender and like children, by such rudiments
until the coming of Christ. But now, when the clear
light of the gospel has dissipated the shadows of the
law and taught us that God is to be served in a simpler
form, it would be to act a foolish and mistaken part to
imitate that which the prophet enjoined only upon
those of his own time.” (Calvin on Psalm 81:3).

“We are to remember that the worship of
God was never understood to consist in such outward
services, which were only necessary to help forward a
people as yet weak and rude in knowledge in the
spiritual worship of God. A difference is to be
observed in this respect between his people under the
Old and under the New Testament; for now that Christ
has appeared, and the church has reached full age, it
were only to bury the light of the gospel should we
introduce the shadows of a departed dispensation.”
(Calvin on Psalm 92:1).

“l have no doubt that playing upon cymbals,
touching the harp and viol, and all that kind of music,
which is so frequently mentioned in the Psalms, was a
part of the education—that is to say, the puerile
instruction of the law. | speak of the stated service of
the temple. For even now, if believers choose to cheer
themselves with musical instruments, they should, |
think, make it their object not to dissever their
cheerfulness from the praises of God. But when they
frequent their sacred assemblies, musical instruments
in celebrating the praises of God would be no more
suitable than the burning of incense, the lighting up of
lamps, and the restoration of the other shadows of the
law. The Papists, therefore, have foolishly borrowed

this, as well as many other things, from the Jews.
Men who are fond of outward pomp may delight in
that noise; but the simplicity which God recommends
to us by the apostle is far more pleasing to him. Paul
allows us to bless God in the public assembly of the
saints, only in a known tongue (1 Cor. 14:16). The
voice of man, although not understood by the
generality, assuredly excels all inanimate instruments
of music; and yet we see what Paul determines
concerning speaking in an unknown tongue. What
shall we then say of chanting, which fills the ears with
nothing but an empty sound? Does any one object
that music is very useful for awakening the minds of
men and moving their hearts? | own it; but we should
always take care that no corruption creep in, which
might both defile the pure worship of God, and
involve men in superstition. Moreover, since the Holy
Spirit expressly warns us of this danger by the mouth
of Paul, to proceed beyond what we are there
warranted by him is not only, I must say, unadvised
zeal, but wicked and perverse obstinacy.” (Calvin on
Psalm 33).

“l do not insist upon the words in the Hebrew
signifying the musical instruments; only let the reader
remember that sundry different kinds are here
mentioned, which were in use under the legal
economy...” (Calvin on Psalm 150:3-5).

“What, therefore, was in use under the law is
by no means entitled to our practice under the gospel;
and these things being not only superfluous, but
useless, are to be abstained from, because pure and
simple modulation is sufficient for the praise of God,
if it is sung with the heart and with the mouth. We
know that our Lord Jesus Christ has appeared, and by
his advent has abolished these legal shadows.
Instrumental music, we therefore maintain, was only
tolerated on account of the times and the people,
because they were as boys, as the sacred Scripture
speaketh, whose condition required these puerile
rudiments. But in gospel times we must not have
recourse to these unless we wish to destroy the
evangelical perfection, and to obscure the meridian
light which we enjoy in Christ our Lord.” (Calvin’s
Sermon on 1 Samuel 18:1-9).



