
The History of Music in the Bible 

The history of music in the Bible is an intriguing study. The “Song of 
Moses” in Exodus 15 is the earliest mentioned. Singing then ranges 
through the history of Israel on into the New Testament until we hear 
the New Song sung before the throne of God in Revelation.  

The character of the songs covers a wide range. There are didactic songs 
designed to instruct; liturgical songs used in special services as 
responsive readings; songs of meditation and reflection; of praise and 
devotion; of prayers and petitions. Some are ethical to teach moral 
principles; some to invoke evil on God’s enemies. Many are Messianic; 
some penitential; some penned out of sorrow, others out of joy and 
thanksgiving.  

“When Israel saw the great power which the Lord used against the 
Egyptians, the people feared the Lord and they believed in the Lord and 
His servant Moses. And then Moses and the sons of Israel sang this 
song to the Lord, and said ‘I will sing to the Lord, for He is highly 
exalted; The horse and its rider He has hurled into the sea’” (Exodus 
14.31-15.1). Thus begins a nation, chosen of God, separated to Himself 
out of bondage, and thus begins songs of praise from a believing and 
grateful people. The song that follows described the triumph provided 
by God and gives due recognition to the majesty of Jehovah. “The 
oldest hymn…re-echoes through all hymns of the following ages and 
also through the Psaltry.” Jehovah is Israel’s strength and song. He is 
praised for His power, holiness and loving kindness. 
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Predominant in the Psalms is praise of Jehovah. He is creator, deliverer, 
protector; He gives strength, refuge and victory; He is righteous, holy, 
faithful, merciful; in Him are joy, gladness and honor; He is to be 
exalted, honored and praised. He is the Rock and the Shepherd.  

There were times when singing was subdued. Joy gladness and singing 
were absent as Moab was punished for her sins (Isaiah 16.10). Israel in 
Babylon hung their harps on the willows and refused to sing in a 
foreign land (Psalm 137).  

In Revelation a “new song” is sung before the throne because the 
Worthy Lamb had redeemed mankind by His blood (5.9-10). Thus 
144,000 sang this “new song,” the “song of Moses and the Lamb” 
(14.3; 15.3), the song of victory over sin’s enslavement, a song of praise 
to God who creates and gives life. 

Song of the Christian reflect all this and more. We have more reason to 
rejoice, to praise God. God’s purposes of the ages have been realized by 
us. Our benefits are spiritual as God’s chosen heritage: “singing and 
making melody in our hearts unto the Lord;” “singing with grace in 
your hearts unto the Lord;” “by Him let us offer the sacrifice of praise 
to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to His 
name;” “teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs.” 
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At the close of Moses’ life, God commands that he write a song that 
will, with the law, be a witness to future generations (Deuteronomy 
31.19-22). It was to be taught the sons of Israel, that when evil comes 
upon them as a result of forgetting God, they may know that God knew 
their intent even before they entered the land. The song (Deuteronomy 
31) “contrast the unchangeable fidelity of the Lord with the perversity 
of His faithless people.” Pay heed, the song says, Jehovah is the Rock, 
with perfect works, just, faithful and righteous. Israel is corrupt, foolish 
in their rebellion. God’s rejection of them resulted from their rejection 
of Him. But God will have compassion on their afflictions and “have 
mercy on His servants as He annihilates the foe.” “The song embraces 
the whole of the future history of Israel, and bears all the mark of a 
prophetic testimony from the mouth of Moses.” (Quotes from Keil and 
Delitzsch).  

The song of Deborah (Judges 5) was on the occasion of Barak’s defeat 
of Canaan and the death of Sisera when Israel was delivered from 
calamities brought on by apostasy. God had exalted the nation but their 
glory declined with new gods. Deborah appears on the scene and the 
conflict and victory that follow are described. The brave are 
commended, the cowards and indifferent are rebuked. The song shows 
the character of the nation and its God.  

Poetry and songs reached their zenith in the golden age of David. 
Samuel had laid the foundation with his leadership and the schools of 
prophets. David, a born poet and musician, was close to God from his 
youth. Seventy-three of the psalms are his, others by men associated 
with him. When David brought up the ark to Jerusalem, he set up 
singers and players. From then on, music in the temple was attributed 
to David. Levitical singers praised God when the temple was dedicated 
by Solomon.  

There were other times of jubilant singing, as when Athalia was 
assassinated, when Hezekiah restored temple worship and Josiah 
renovated the temple. Singers were listed among those returning from 
Babylonian captivity. 


