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Background Information
                   

If you’ve been attending church services for years – maybe all your life – you’ve probably

been exposed to hundreds of hymns.  If you’ve attended churches of different denominations, 

you’ve likely been exposed to more hymns as well as more different styles of hymns.  In these 

notes, we’ll clarify the similarities and differences among “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” 

and consider factors affecting the use of music in worship at GCCP. 
                   

Let’s look at a few definitions:
                   

psalm – a song usually sung by a solo voice or a group singing in unison, accompanied by only   

 stringed instruments
                   

hymn – poetic verses, set to metrical music intended for congregational singing; it usually does   

 not include a refrain; modern hymnals usually use arrangements in 4-part harmony 
                   

spiritual song –  an outpouring of personal emotion or response to God, with a melody often 

   composed by the same individual
                   

gospel songs – a variation and blend of the styles listed above.  Texts can come from any 

source; they usually are arranged in verse form, and they usually have a 

 refrain.  Because the music is strongly rhythmic and is done in a quick tempo, it 

 often inspires clapping, toe-tapping, or other physical response. 
                   

Hymns in Presbyterian Worship
                   
The most recent hymnal, Glory to God (2013), consists of more than 800 pages of music, and 

still doesn’t include all the favorites we could name.  Actually, thousands of hymns and songs 

were reviewed before these were chosen.  Obviously, some of the older hymns had to be dropped

in order to make room for more contemporary songs and hymns.  
                   
 (Much as we hate to admit it, as we get older, we recognize that the hymns we remember from 

our youth are not the ones that appeal to younger generations, right?)   No two of us will have 

exactly the same preferences because they are formed by our background and experience.
                   
One more factor is deserving of mention.  In our modern world, society does not value religion 

as much as it did in the past. Many church musicians are not as well-trained or competent as the 

‘old masters’ who played the big pipe organs of Europe and composed the hymns we still use 

today.  (Dare I mention that congregations are not as thoroughly trained in music either?) 

Therefore, some of the music has been simplified.  Some of the hymns are printed in a lower 

key; accompaniments are easier; harmonizations are less complex; number of verses is fewer;

etc. 
                   

The good news is that there are wonderful notes for each hymn at the bottom of the page.  If you 

haven’t bothered to read the fine print, I encourage you to do so.  Knowing more about the origin

of a hymn can greatly increase our appreciation for the music chosen to enhance our Worship.
                    

This Particular Worship Service
                   

In organizing this service, I have woven together several ‘threads’ or principles:  

1. The purpose each piece serves in relation to the Presbyterian style of worship

2. The relationship of the text to the foundations of the Christian faith

3. The historical period when each came into being and its influence on text and music
                   



(Hymns - from Ancient Sources) 
#664 Morning Has Broken BUNESSAN 
#450                  Be Thou My Vision                SLANE

 It is not only a coincidence that some of our oldest hymns have Scottish and Irish roots. The 

Protestant Reformation spread from the European continent to the ‘British Isles’ including 

Scotland and Ireland.  Presbyterianism was strong there, influencing both the Church of Scotland

and the Church of Ireland when they separated from the Roman Catholic Church.  
                   

(Hymns Expressing The “Basic Tenets” of the Christian Faith)
#634              To God Be the Glory
#366              Love Divine, All Loves Exceling                       

#610              O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing

All three of these hymns carry a strong message about Christ’s coming to be our Savior.

The first one is a contemporary gospel song.  The other two are examples of standard hymns 

from the 18th and 19th centuries which were written specifically to define the theology of the 

reforming and expanding church.  The texts of both were written by Charles Wesley. This was 

the time when small kingdoms in Europe were becoming nation-states.  National churches were 

strongly connected to the monarchies or states that supported them financially. Though 

influenced by the Reformation of Luther, Calvin, Knox, and others, they were slow to change 

traditions of worship.  One of the ‘new’ trends was the encouragement of congregational singing.
                   

(Advent, Christmas, Nativity, Incarnation)
                  #108  Of the Father’s Love Begotten        DIVINUM MYSTERIUM

This is one of the oldest hymns still in use today.  The music is an example of ‘plainsong’.  The 

text proclaims the mystery of the Incarnation of Christ, the second ‘person’ of the Trinity.  It 

doesn’t take a Latin scholar to understand the meaning of the tune name.       
#140 Once in Royal David’s City

This hymn has been used for centuries to begin the service of Lessons and Carols on Christmas 

Eve at King’s College, England.  It is beloved by many, especially those of us with a bent toward

more liturgical forms of worship.
             #133    O Come, All Ye Faithful       ADESTE FIDELES           

#134    Joy to the World   (Handel)

#136    Go Tell It On the Mountain

The first two are among the standard repertoire of the worldwide church.  Authors and 

composers are well-known creators of sacred music. The third one is a contemporary offering 

from the genre of the African American spiritual.           
                   

(Passion, Death, Easter, Resurrection)    The heart of the gospel, “He is risen!”
                  #232   Jesus Christ is Risen Today

#245       Christ the Lord is Risen Today
             #240       Alleluia, Alleluia, Give Thanks to Our Risen Lord       

Again, the first two are standard hymns treasured by believers around the world and sung in 

multiple languages and arrangements.  The third one is a contemporary setting.       
                   

(Prayers of Confession and Assurance)
                  #169      Dear Lord and Father of Mankind

#840      It is Well with My Soul
#286      Breathe on Me, Breath of God 

#338          America, the Beautiful             MATERNA

The prayer texts speak for themselves.  They are the product of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries when worship was becoming less formal.  A period of “revivalism” generated hymns 

more expressive of personal faith. 

The last one, America the Beautiful, at first glance might seem to be a patriotic hymn in praise of

the country. It is, and yet it is so much more than that.  Especially the refrain is more like a 

prayer invoking God’s blessing on our native land (MATERNA = mother land).                  


