God, Music & Me    — by Bob Kauflin 


My Wife, Julie, and I were out on a date, casually scanning the shelves at Barnes and Noble. I started looking at a book that caught my interest, while Julie moved on. A few minutes later, I looked up and spotted the back of her black coat. Making my way over to her, I placed my hands gently on her shoulders and leaned over to check out the calendar she was looking at. 

Suddenly a familiar voice screamed, "BOB!" It was Julie, standing five yards away on my right, still wearing her black coat.

My hands leaped off the stranger's shoulders, and I jumped back nearly ten feet, muttering something like, "Ma'am, I am so sorry!" A few moments later her six-foot-plus boyfriend appeared, rounding out our surprised foursome.

We laughed about the "other woman" date night for weeks. But since then I have often thanked God that Julie saw me as soon as she did. My ignorance of what was really happening could have led to some serious consequences.

Many times we aren't aware of what's really happening when we listen to music, and that too can have serious consequences. It can begin as innocently as putting on a CD that will stir up memories, excite us, or relax us. The unexpected can happen — subtly, invisibly — during the hours we spend listening to streaming audio on the Internet. It can take hold as we make sure we have the newest song in the coolest format by our favorite artist.

What motivates us to like the music we do? Is music entirely neutral? Does the music I listen to say anything about my relationship with God? If these questions don't seem that important, think again. A wise Christian realizes that listening to music without discernment and godly purpose reveals a heart willing to flirt with love for the world.

	It's Just Music — Or Is It?
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One simple definition of music is "a recognizable combination of melody, harmony, and rhythm." Those three elements in themselves carry no moral value; I do not believe there is such a thing as a style of music that is evil or holy in itself. Yet music clearly can influence us. Sometimes, as in a film with a well-written score, we may be barely aware of the music's impact. At other times the effect is quite apparent. Music can provoke emotions ranging from noble to base, and from God-glorifying to illicitly sensual. 
Musical principles certainly play a part in all this, as does our level of attentiveness. But probably no aspect of music affects us more than the things we associate with it. This happens because music is a "carrier."

Our family once suffered from repeated cases of strep throat. As one of us recovered, someone else fell ill. We finally learned that my oldest son was a "carrier," never getting sick himself but continually passing on the bacteria to others.

Music can be a carrier of at least three elements: content, context, and culture.

	Content
[image: image2.png]





Philippians 4:8 gives us God's standards for content — of anything. In language plainly intended to apply to all of life, this passage tells us what we are to meditate on... even as we listen to music: 
Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. (ESV)

In other words, whenever the lyrics of a song celebrate sin, or treat it as a matter of little concern, my spirit should be grieved.

Some will say, "I don't listen to the words. I don't even know what they're saying." But why not? Christians, of all people, should be asking what songs actually mean. If I never listen to the words, I'm not likely to pay much attention to lyrics when I sing songs of praise on Sunday morning. I'll tend to be more influenced by the sound, rather than the words I'm singing. Ultimately, I'm foolish to surround myself with songs whose lyrics could dull my love for God.

	Context
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Because we hear music rather than see it, music readily becomes associated with the surroundings in which we hear it. Its effect on us is often connected to the context. 
Where do you go to listen to music? A friend's house? Downtown? Concerts? To varying degrees, concerts generally reflect the values of the world. If I'm attending an event where the artist or crowd intentionally promotes violence, immorality, drugs, or rebellion then I am, at a minimum, flirting with the world.

Some Christians I know regularly listen to music on secular radio. Apart from the problematic content of many secular songs, DJs zealously dish out the world's attitudes towards sex, relationships, foul language, and life in general. Where I hear my music makes a difference.

	Culture
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Culture is not the same as worldliness. Within our society is a dominant culture, and numerous secondary cultures. Most cultures have both positive and negative characteristics. Of course, worldliness — that self-exalting opposition to God — is present in every culture, and can be seen in anything connected with much of the music we listen to: packaging, promotion, dress, facial expressions, images, and interviews. 
Songs at the top of today's secular charts are filled with evidence of our culture's essential ungodliness. These include independence, rebellion, immorality, love of pleasure, emotionalism (to feel is to know), transience (nothing lasts), and temporal narcissism (modern is cool, anything older than me is ancient history). We need to be on the lookout for how these attitudes might find a way into our hearts through the music we enjoy.

	Compromise: The Fruit of Ignorance
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If we're oblivious to the worldly propaganda music carries, we can be led into compromise. Here are some of the signs: 
· I fail to evaluate the music I listen to in light of Scripture. 

· I own lots of CDs with objectionable content. 

· Music often determines my priorities and schedule. 

· I lack spiritual passion. 

Probably the best way to detect compromise in our listening habits is to prayerfully consult with friends, parents, or a pastor to gain honest feedback.

	A Caution: The Limits of Music
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Good music is a great gift from God. But let us never allow any music, however beautiful, however majestic, however skillfully composed or artfully performed, to become more attractive to us than God himself. 
The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust in them.... For they are not the thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.1
Music can never fully represent — nor can it serve as a substitute for — the wonder, amazement, and breathtaking beauty of the God who gave up his only Son to live a perfect life and die a perfect death in our place.

	A Better Way
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In the end, music is neither a demon to be feared, nor a god to be idolized. It is simply a part of God's creation, meant for our good and his glory. With that understanding, we can appreciate its true purpose: to deepen our love for and enjoyment of God. 
This can happen in countless ways. Lullabies sung by a new mother remind us of God's tenderness. Music in corporate worship strengthens the impact of God's Word in our hearts and deepens our affections for him. Live or recorded music provides a "soundtrack for life" that can heighten the significance of important moments and relationships. We can enjoy well-crafted music by non-Christians as an evidence of God's common grace, extended to all.

Yes, music is a gift from God. But its best and highest purpose is as a means of deepening our love for and enjoyment of the One who gave us music in the first place. May all our listening, performing, and composing result in the ultimate Music Maker receiving the glory he alone deserves.

	Notes: 

1. C.S. Lewis, "The Weight of Glory," The Weight of Glory and Other Essays (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1980) p.7. 
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