
Such harmony is in immortal souls,  
But whilst this muddy vesture of decay 
Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. 
 
-From The Merchant of Venice, William Shakespeare 
 
These poignant lines of Shakespeare are set to music in Ralph Vaughan William’s very moving 
Serenade to Music.  Shakespeare’s poetry and Vaughan Williams’ music are a perfectly wedded 
expression of the transcendent beauty and  power of music.  But Vaughan Williams’s title 
actually draws attention to a tension that we as Christians should wrestle with regarding music, 
namely musical excellence versus music idolatry.  In other words, do we give music a higher 
place than it ought to have, or as the Apostle Paul puts it, do we give glory to the created work 
rather than the Creator who has given men the gifts to create?  Vaughan Williams, of course, is 
not alone in misascribing glory to the creation, in this case the personification or deification of 
music.  Poets, artists, and musicians throughout the centuries have worshiped and been 
worshiped in the temples of libraries, museums, and music halls.     
 
There is a common sentiment in the music world that music can change people.  A well-loved 
and respected former colleague of mine recently posted the following quote by Leonard 
Bernstein: 
 
“…art never stopped a war and never got anybody a job.  That was never its function.  Art 
cannot change events.  But it can change people.  It can affect people so that they are 
changed…because people are changed by art–enriched, ennobled, encouraged–they can act in 
a way that may affect the course of events…by the way they vote, they behave, the way they 
think.” 
 
There are certainly things to agree with here.  Art and music can be enriching, ennobling, and 
certainly encouraging.  However, implied in this statement is a pseudo-spirituality that is in 
opposition to the gospel, and as mentioned earlier,  a tension that Christians should recognize.  
I reject this pervasive philosophy because music in and of itself has no eternal transformative 
power.  It can, as Bernstein rightly concludes, bring us moments of joy, it can move our 
affections, it can challenge us and make us reflect upon mysteries and truths, and it can even 
point us to the ultimate truth of the gospel.  And perhaps music, when serving as a vehicle for 
the gospel, can help lead someone to faith in Christ.   But music in and of itself cannot redeem 
fallen man.  It can be a means by which people are lifted out of their current condition in this 
world–I know more than a few musicians for whom the successful pursuit of the art of music 
has led them out of very dark life circumstances.  But this is the case in any other fruitful 
discipline as well.  Music is no more special than any other art form or sport or discipline in 
which someone’s physical and emotional well-being or sustenance have been established or 
improved.  When we see Christians elevating the art form to this level, we should point it out 
and gently rebuke them, as others have done for me when I’ve crossed the line. 
 
Music is a great and valuable gift that the Lord has given men.  But it is great because its 
primary intention is to bring God glory.  Its primary intention is to be used as a means of 
worshiping God.   Still, it is a common grace that the Lord gives to believers and unbelievers 



alike.  In my own life, the Lord used music as a means to draw me to himself.  Prior to coming to 
a true knowledge of the Lord, music (as expressed in Shakespeare’s poetry) spoke to me in a 
deep part of my soul that helped me realize that there is something of divine beauty, order, 
harmony, and joy out there.  This could be what Bernstein was getting at.  But it did not make 
me a new creation.  I still ran my hell-bound race, thinking that I had find the answer, the truth!  
It led me to believe that music is the noblest thing that this world has to offer.  I remember a 
mentor giving me a score of Bach cantatas when I graduated college, and he wrote the 
following inside the front cover:  
 
“In Bach you will find the truth!  Search these pages; delve deeply, diligently, now and always, 
and revel in the realization that we will never truly comprehend the greatness–but we can try!” 
 
It’s a beautiful sentiment, and only after coming to faith did I realize what he was trying to say 
to me.  Bach’s music, particularly his cantatas and passions, always expresses the exclusive 
truth claims of the gospel, and Bach is intentional in how these truths are manifested in his 
compositions.  Furthermore, we know that Bach believed the good news of Jesus Christ.  This is 
why musicians, particularly Christian musicians, value his music so much.  It is part of the reason 
why churches have carefully maintained organs over the past four centuries, because the organ 
is the quintessential instrument of Bach’s music.  But even Bach, in his genius and greatness, 
could not fully comprehend or convey the truths that he adhered to. 
 
But not all composers who wrote/write sacred music were/are Christians.  When I first started 
here, over twelve years ago, I had only been a Christian for about seven years, so I had much 
zeal, and not much wisdom.  There were several living and very well-known church music 
composers whose music I would not have the choir sing because I knew that they were not 
orthodox in their Christian or even non-Christian profession of belief.  But over time I began to 
realize that these particular composers took their craft of setting the Scriptures or biblical 
poetry with a care, intelligence, insight, seriousness, reverence and skill that is lacking in many 
composers and arrangers who are professing Christians, myself included. 
 
I often do not know the spiritual convictions of the composers of our introits or offertories  
from Sunday to Sunday, but what I do know is that excellent composers often write music that 
helps you and I as believers to worship God and to love Christ more.  What I also know is that 
these men and women are made in the image of God and, whether or not they recognize it, 
God has given them their ability (see Exodus 31, verse 6).  If the Lord can turn the hearts of 
kings to run as water in whatever direction he chooses (Proverbs 21), so too does he use men 
who may not give him glory in their own lives to serve his purposes and reveal his glory!  Even if 
we knew only this about our Lord and Maker, it should cause us to be in awe and wonder of the 
mysteries of his providence.   
 
Oh, the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are his 
judgments and how inscrutable his ways! (Romans11:33) 


