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TEXT:  Psalm 96:1-3 
THEME:  Sing to the LORD a New Song 
 

Sing to the LORD a new song.  Sing to the LORD all the earth.  Sing to the LORD.  
Praise his name.  Proclaim the good news of his salvation from day to day.  Tell 
about his glory among the nations, about his marvelous deeds among all peoples.        
                  EHV 
 

Dear Fellow Beneficiaries of the Lutheran Reformation: 
 

As this entire service makes obvious, Dr. Martin Luther held music in high 
regard.  He was an accomplished musician and enjoyed playing the lute, an 
ancestor of the modern guitar.  He used poetry to teach the truths of God’s 
Word to the people, many of whom could not read but could commit poems to 
memory.  Luther married his theological poems to music, sometimes using 
ancient melodies of the church, sometimes using secular melodies well-known 
to the people, and other times composing his own melodies to help convey the 
scriptural message.  From my study of Luther and music in worship, I feel he 
would be very comfortable with what we call blended worship today, in which 
both traditional and modern musical elements are used. 
 

Luther once wrote:  “I have no use for cranks who despise music, because it is 
a gift of God.  Music drives away the Devil and makes people joyful; they 
forget thereby all wrath, unchastity, arrogance, and the like.  Next after 
theology, I give to music the highest place and the greatest honor.”  Of course, 
Luther was not talking about music that promotes and glorifies fornication, 
adultery, and violence as so much popular music does today.  There was that 
kind of music in Luther’s day as well.  In 1538, he wrote to a young friend, 
“Take special care to shun perverted minds who prostitute this lovely gift of 
nature and of art with their erotic rantings.  Be quite assured that none but the 
devil goads them on to defy their very nature which would and should praise 
God its Maker with this gift, so that these scoundrels steal  the gift of God and 
use it to worship the foe of God, the enemy of nature and of this lovely art.”   
When Luther praised music, he was talking of music that is put to the service 
of our Savior-God, music that praised and glorified God, and that also 
gladdened the heart and strengthened the faith of God’s people.   
 

Many of Luther’s hymns are sermons written as poetry and set to music.  
Think of From Heaven Above to Earth I Come.  Luther wrote this hymn for his 
family’s Christmas Eve celebration in 1534.  According to Luther’s instructions, 
a man dressed as an angel (perhaps Luther himself) sang the first seven 
verses and the children responded with verses eight through fifteen.  That 
hymn, in its entirety, is a delightful and powerful Christmas sermon.  Or think 
of the hymn Our Father, Who from Heaven Above.  It is the Lord’s Prayer with 
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explanation set to music.  It is a memorable and moving Catechism lesson.  
Many of the common people and even pastors did not know the Ten 
Commandments, the Creed, or the Lord’s Prayer.  Luther sought to teach 
them with God’s Word set to music. 
 
About a year before his death, Luther wrote a preface or introduction to a new 
hymnal, published in 1545.  I feel it is a beautiful summary of what Luther had 
discovered from God’s Word about worship and music.  Let me share it with 
you now: 

The psalm says, “Sing to the LORD a new song.  Sing to the LORD all the 
earth.”  For in the Old Covenant under the law of Moses, divine service was 
tedious and tiresome as the people had to offer so many and varied sacrifices 
of all they possessed, both in house and field.  And since they were restive 
and selfish, they performed this service unwillingly or only for the sake of 
temporal gain.  As the prophet Malachi asks, "Oh, that one of you would 
shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my 
altar! I am not pleased with you," says the LORD Almighty, "and I will 
accept no offering from your hands” (Mal 1:10).  Now with a heart as lazy 
and unwilling as this, nothing, or nothing good, can be sung.  Heart and mind 
must be cheerful and willing if one is to sing.  Therefore God cancelled the 
service that was rendered so indolently and reluctantly.   
 Thus there is not in the New Testament a better service of God, of which 
the psalm here says:  “Sing to the LORD a new song.”  For God has cheered 
our hearts and minds through his dear Son, whom he gave for us, to redeem 
us from sin, death, and the devil.  Those who believe this earnestly cannot be 
quiet about it.  But they must gladly and willingly sing and speak about it so 
that others may also come and hear it.  And those who do not want to sing 
and speak of it show that they do not believe and that they do not belong 
under the new and joyful testament, but under the old, lazy, and tedious 
testament.          
 Therefore, the printers do well if they publish a lot of good hymns and 
make them attractive to the people with all sorts of ornamentations, so that 
they may move them to joy in faith and to gladly sing. 

My prayer is that this Luther Hymn Fest will give you a deeper appreciation for 
the great heritage of Lutheran hymns with which we have been blessed, that 
you understand why historians have said that Martin Luther “sang the 
Reformation into the hearts of the people,” and why our Lutheran church is 
dubbed “the Singing Church.”  Amen. 


