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Keep the melody going Ephesians 5:15 – 20 
 

Are you familiar with the phrase, “ear worm”?  Those 
annoying and incessant songs, sometimes just fragments of 
songs, that keep playing over and over in your mind.  And 
sometimes the only way to stop it is to replace it by starting 
to sing another song.  Sometimes the ear worm is just a 
catchy bit of music, and sometimes it evokes a pleasant 
memory or happier times.  I once heard a man’s story about 
returning to church after many years, in which he said, 
“Even when I was out driving the tractor, my mind was 
taunted with hymns”.  Music has a powerful effect on our 
minds and on our moods; it’s as if we were designed to be 

musical.  Is it any wonder then that the advice of Paul to the people in Ephesus is, “Don’t 
anaesthetise yourself with wine, but fill your hearts and minds with music expressing your 
thanks to God”? 
 
The usual way that this passage from Ephesians is interpreted is that the three-fold 
designation of ‘psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs’ refers to gathered worship, and 
‘making melody in your hearts’ is about your private devotion throughout the week.  That 
is those interpreters that address the phrases at all.  Most are focussed on the pairings of 
wise and foolish and drunk with wine and filled with the spirit.  This is a very dense 5 
verses, filled with interesting ideas and concepts, including connections to the other 
selections in this week’s Lectionary readings.  The admonition to be wise connects with 
the story of Solomon asking God for wisdom to govern the people, setting up the 
definition of wisdom as ‘knowing right from wrong’.  And the call to “give thanks to God 
the Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord” connects with the 
ongoing discussion in John’s Gospel about the Eucharist, the Thanksgiving – “it is right 
that at all times and in all places, we give thanks to God.”  However, amid all that 
theology and connection, sits this little call to speak to one another in psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs.  Sunny Chen, our Presbytery Minister and lecturer in Greek at Pilgrim 
College, presents a monthly look at the lectionary readings with an eye to what is in the 
Greek text that is sometimes hidden in our English Bibles, and in that he constantly 
reminds us that writing materials were precious in the first century and writers carefully 
chose the words they used, and didn’t waste words.  So why the three-fold designation – 
psalms, hymns and spiritual songs - and not just ‘songs of thanks’ or ‘songs of gratitude’? 
 
And I think an answer is to look more closely at worship and faith in the first century.  
The Early Church at worship was anything but homogenous like our experience of 
worship.  Jews, Greeks, rich, poor, prophets, evangelists, teachers, all wanting their 
faith experience to be represented in this new expression of corporate worship.  A 
picture we have of Early Church worship is that each of the strands of the faith took their 
turn to lead the service.  The whole community couldn’t just sing psalms like they did in 
the synagogue, where was the musical expression of gratitude and praise to Christ?  
Christian scripture was still being worked out and what hymns there were – and we have 
some examples of them in Paul’s letters to Philippi and Colossae – picked up the wonders 
and praise of Christ, but what about some of the stories of Jesus ministry and the lived 
experience of sharing God’s love in the world.  The music required for worship and 
devotion was more than psalms, more than hymns, and more than spiritual songs; all of 
these forms of singing were needed to give musical voice to this new complex community 
of the people of God in Jesus the Christ.  And, more importantly, all of these forms of 



singing were needed to fill the many different hearts with melody and express their 
constant thanks to God. 
 
Psalms are the expressions of faith, and the emotions of living the faith, that were the 
hymns of the Temple up to and beyond Jesus’ time.  Hymns tell the story of Christ and 
sing the praise of our God - Father, Jesus, and Spirit - and generally follow a pattern of 
telling a story in verses or verses plus refrain, and they are intended to be the songs of 
communal worship.  Spiritual songs tend more to reflection, devotion, and support of 
worship in reflecting faith experience.  I am sure that other people would find different 
definitions for these terms, but that just reflects the writer’s intention to call for music 
that includes as much diversity as possible in the worship of God.   
Our hymn book – Together in Song – roughly follows this arrangement of multiple styles of 
songs to support faith and worship.  The first section is Psalms, with different styles 
including chant and response and hymn style.  Then there are the Hymns, arranged on 
themes and ordered by age.  And then they have Choruses and Chants, which might be 
described as Spiritual songs.  However, the variety of faith expression, theology and 
experience that was a real issue in the Early Church is now demonstrated in the wide 
variety of denominations and worship styles in the global church.  Far more than can be 
captured in one hymnbook!  A variety that I have tried to capture – if only a little bit – in 
the examples below: 
 
Psalms  

111 Plain chant version  https://youtu.be/l3vcL5asnBI 
or 
111 Modern music version  https://youtu.be/kA4euDHF-dc 

 
Hymn   

“Holy, holy, holy Lord God Almighty” https://youtu.be/39ZfrO0UW_s 
or 

  “Praise to you, O Christ our Saviour” https://youtu.be/Hv_oh5zkl6I 
or 

  “10000 Reasons (Bless the Lord)”   Matt Redmond 
https://youtu.be/DXDGE_lRI0E 

 
Spiritual Song  

“Face of Christ   Chris Rice 
https://youtu.be/hTV7iasNUE0 

or   
“God only knows”   King and Country 

https://youtu.be/fhS83a5Ky84 

 
The point of all this is to recognise the importance of musical expression, both in our 
praise of God, but also in keeping our hearts and minds tuned to our faith.  As I said in 
starting these thoughts, the advice of Paul to the people in Ephesus was, “Don’t 
anaesthetise yourself with wine, but fill your hearts and minds with music expressing your 
thanks to God”?  You could substitute wine for whatever other distraction takes our minds 
away, not only from God but from the calls and stresses and pressures of life.  In song, 
and in the many types and styles of music, we can hold our minds not only on God but in 
thanks and praise that puts our calls and stresses and pressures in context.  We are the 
people of God in Jesus Christ, through the Spirit, and with God we are connected to all 
the possibilities and resources of faith.  Singing is one way to hold the mind in the Spirit 
and there is such a variety of music available to sing.  So, find the one, or the many, that 
can fill your mind and keep the melody of faith going in your hearts. 
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