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      “A must-read for every student of worship. Spirit-Filled Singing offers a biblical framework for worship leaders of all types and traditions. What better way to seek the Spirit in worship than by modeling our worship leadership after the fruit of the Spirit. I wish I had read this book twenty years ago.”

      Nathan Drake, Founder, Reawaken Hymns

      “A refreshing vision of worship and ministry that offers a fresh perspective and new energy for musicians and worshipers. Drawing from personal experience, church history, broad musical examples, personal reflection, and well-placed humor, Ryanne Molinari’s writing breathes new life into our calling, both musically and spiritually.”

      Dan Forrest, composer; pianist; educator; Artist in Residence, Mitchell Road Presbyterian Church, Greenville, South Carolina

      “As both a college chaplain shepherding student worship leaders and a local church musician steeped in weekly congregational life, I find Spirit-Filled Singing to be a rare gift—deeply theological, pastorally wise, and musically grounded. Ryanne Molinari beautifully tunes our hearts to the harmony between worship and discipleship, showing how Spirit-filled singing is not just emotional expression but a formation into the fruit-bearing life of Christ. Whether you’re leading a worship team, writing songs for your church, or simply longing for more rootedness in your music ministry, this book sings with grace, clarity, and conviction. It’s a must-read for those who believe our songs can shape souls.”

      Bruce Benedict, Worship Arts Chaplain, Hope College; Founder, Cardiphonia Music
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      Foreword

      I spent much of the past two years traveling around the world. My journeys took me to many countries across every inhabited continent. And in almost every nation I visited—more than twenty-five of them!—I worshiped with a local church. It was always a church that preached the gospel and honored Scripture while also being deeply embedded in its own culture. Thus, I had the privilege of experiencing a host of musical styles in a host of geographic settings as varied as Northern Europe and Southern Africa, Western Asia and Eastern Australia.

      As I reflect on all that I witnessed, heard, and experienced, I find myself more thankful than ever for God’s good gift of music and that he both invites and commands us to sing his praises. What a privilege it is to sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in our hearts to God (Col. 3:16)! This is not a privilege God owes us but one he kindly and lovingly grants us.

      I have been an avid reader of Christian books for the past twenty-five years, and in that time have read many books on worship. Many authors have scoured Scripture to explain why God tells us to sing and to tell how we can best honor him through our singing. Yet this is not to suggest that everything has been said or that there is nothing left for us to learn! Ryanne Molinari proves this in Spirit-Filled Singing by offering something fresh to the discussion and new to our experience of singing to the Lord.

      Drawing deeply upon Galatians 5 and Ephesians 5, she makes the fascinating observation that singing and the fruit of the Spirit share a common purpose. Both are to lead to fruitfulness, which is to say, to a life of worship—one that displays our commitment to the Lord and our joy in his salvation. This means that music is not an end in itself but rather a means of bearing fruit.

      Many Christians have observed that local churches tend to be more commonly divided by music than by doctrine and that more rifts open up around the songs that are sung than the sermons that are preached. This is grievous to God and ought to be grievous to us, for God’s purpose in calling us to sing is to unite us in his Spirit rather than divide us by preference. It is to give us opportunity to bear the fruit of the Spirit rather than the fruit of darkness. It is to prove through the musical harmony of our voices the relational harmony we enjoy as Christians.

      I invite every Christian to read this book and, as you read it, to deepen not only your understanding of congregational worship but also your experience of it. May God use this book to help us all bear fruit through the songs we sing! 

      Tim Challies

    

  
    
      Prelude

      I did not plan to become a church musician. For much of my life, I treated musical worship as tangential—a side gig to supplement my “real” work as a student and professional pianist. I know now that although my technique was forged in the practice room, my heart was formed in choir lofts and sanctuaries, band rehearsals and early services.

      I learned the way of love in a church choir and joy through the cheerful suffering of a dear mentor. I enjoyed peace in the silence between songs and learned patience through the slow, steady rhythms of old hymns. I experienced kindness in the encouragement and honesty of devoted teachers. I discovered theological and aesthetic goodness in an array of musical genres. I cultivated faithfulness by practicing when my hands were cold and the church was empty. I am developing gentleness (not my most natural virtue) by laboring as a servant more than a leader and am exercising self-control by surrendering to the conductor of my life, the composer of my song.

      Now I am a professional musician, working with secular and sacred ensembles, but my career has become secondary to my worship. I spent years thinking that working in worship was preparing me to be a better musician. Now I know that working in music was preparing me to be a better worshiper. Years of studying, practicing, and serving have rendered me a ready instrument in God’s hands, equipping me to play music but, more importantly, to bear fruit.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      Bearing Fruit and Singing Songs

      Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart.

      Ephesians 5:18–19

      My favorite part of a symphony takes place before the actual performance. I love listening as the musicians warm up—as multiple sounds and rhythms intermingle at random. Then the magic begins: The concertmaster stands, and everyone tunes to a unified pitch. Whatever follows, this moment is crucial; it establishes the common tone that is essential for harmonious artistry.

      I fear that we tend to go about musical worship like an orchestra that has forgotten to tune. Beautiful sounds emerge, excellent musicians shine, and catchy lyrics are proclaimed—but where is the common tone? Where is the shared vision that can be traced back to the first Christians and persists today in many distinct genres and forms?

      Musical worship—intended to reflect and reinforce the “perfect harmony” of believers—has become one of the most dissonant parts of church life. One pastor I know commented, “Rarely do I have someone approach me after a sermon to criticize a fine point of my theology, but someone will usually complain about the music.” Too often, musical worship is undermined by dissension, rivalry, and pride—the “works of the flesh” rather than the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:19–25). Like a fractured ensemble, the church’s musical worship needs a tuning. Worship leaders, teams, and congregations need a shared vision that will withstand the test of time and accommodate evolving musical styles as well as the diverse gifts, resources, and contexts of individual churches. Put simply, we need an approach to musical worship that is scripturally faithful and situationally flexible—neither chaotic nor constricting. In doctrinal terms, we need a vision not characterized by legalism or license.

      This leads us to fruitfulness.

      Ephesians 5: Spirit-Filled Singing

      I write all over my music, planning every phrase. Once, I saw another musician’s sheet music with only “see where the Spirit leads” scrawled across the top. This musician correctly intuited that singing is a ministry of the Holy Spirit.

      Because we tend to associate worship with music, it might seem that we make too much of singing. Worship is certainly more than singing, but it is not less. Scripture is clear that singing is not an optional subtype of worship but an initiation into a life of worship. Writing to the Ephesian Christians to encourage their unity and morality, Paul does not just send a list of rules to follow but commands them to sing to and with one another (Eph. 5:18–19). Why? Because worshipful singing and godly living are inextricably linked as ministries of the Spirit.

      In Ephesians 5:18–21, one of the most well-known passages on singing, fruitfulness is front and center. Earlier in this chapter, Paul calls Christians to reject “the unfruitful works of darkness” and to pursue “the fruit of light [that] is found in all that is good and right and true” (Eph. 5:9–11). Paul begins Ephesians 5 with a call to love, the first and greatest fruit of the Spirit.

      Figure 1 charts the overarching argument of Ephesians 5.

      [image: Figure 1: 'The unfruitful works of darkness are replaced by the fruit of light. (Eph. 5:9-11)']

      Fig. 1.

      But Paul does not simply tell the Ephesians to exchange unfruitfulness for fruitfulness and then abandon them to their own devices. He includes specific instructions:

      Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. (Eph. 5:18–20)

      To help the Ephesians pursue righteousness, Paul prescribes two things: (1) Be filled with the Spirit and (2) sing to and with one another. Being filled with the Spirit leads to congregational singing, but singing in itself is not the end. Instead, being filled with the Spirit leads to singing and, through singing, fruitfulness.

      We find an interesting contrast in this chapter between drunkenness and being “filled with the Spirit” and between debauchery and singing. To be filled with the Spirit is the fruitful alternative to being filled with wine, and singing together is the spiritual alternative to sinning together. Just as debauchery is the result of drunkenness, singing is the result of being filled with the Spirit. This call to song flows from the call to “walk in love” in verse 2 and the call to sobriety in verse 18. In this, singing is directly connected with the first and final fruits of the Spirit: love and self-control.1

      Figure 2 charts the progression from unfruitfulness to fruitfulness in Ephesians 5:1–21.

      [image: Figure 2: 'Filled with wine (drunkenness) leads to Sinning together (Debauchery) leads to Unfruitfulness.' This is in opposition to being 'Filled with the Spirit leads to Singing together leads to Fruitfulness.']

      Fig. 2.

      As a Scripture-ordained, Spirit-filled activity, singing together represents the heart of worship. It replaces sinful behavior and helps cultivate the fruit of the Spirit. We often take for granted that how we live influences how we sing. Here, Scripture proclaims the surprising truth that how we sing should affect how we live—whether according to the Spirit or according to the flesh.

      Galatians 5: The Fruit of the Spirit

      You are probably familiar with the “fruit of the Spirit” listed in Galatians: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Perhaps you memorized these virtues as I did: through song. Indeed, many of us were introduced to theology through children’s songs. And why not? What we sing becomes ingrained in our minds and hearts, infiltrating our affections, behavior, and character. As Ephesians 5 reveals, the Holy Spirit works through our singing for the sake of fruitfulness.

      Together, Galatians 5:1–26 and Ephesians 5:1–21 present singing and fruitfulness as joint products of the Holy Spirit. Like Ephesians 5, Galatians 5 hinges on a call to love (Gal. 5:13–14). Then, as with the Ephesians, Paul convicts the Galatians of the “works of the flesh” (5:19) and offers the alternative: the fruit of the Spirit (5:22–23).

      In Ephesians, being filled with the Spirit leads to singing, which contributes to upright, harmonious living. In Galatians, living “in step with the Spirit” produces the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:25). Singing and fruitfulness function similarly. Both testify to and reinforce the ministry of the Spirit in our lives, with singing together as a means of fostering fruitfulness.

      Colossians 3: Sing Songs, Bear Fruit

      Singing and the fruit of the Spirit are evident together in Colossians. Like Ephesians and Galatians, Colossians includes a list of sinful works to “put to death” (Col. 3:5) and identifies what Christians should do and how they should be characterized instead. Rather than concluding that we must sing or bear fruit, however, Colossians 3:12–17 synthesizes these ministries of the Spirit as it encourages Christians to bear fruit in and through singing.

      Colossians 3:16 reads, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.” Ephesians portrays singing as a way of reinforcing righteous living, and Colossians indicates that this is because singing is an essential teaching tool, a way of working God’s word into our hearts.

      The fruit of the Spirit also abounds in Colossians 3. Kindness and patience are listed directly, as is the peace of Christ (3:12–13, 15). Love is identified as the fruit that “binds everything together” (3:14). Gentleness appears as “meekness,” its most common synonym (3:12). Joy is found in thankfulness, which generates rejoicing (3:15). Goodness is active in the command to “teach and admonish one another in all wisdom,” and to let the word “dwell in you richly” (3:16). Faithfulness pervades the qualifier, “whatever you do, in word or deed” (3:17). Self-control permeates the entire passage, which calls Christians to put their old ways to death and to don a new self (3:12).

      The parallels between Ephesians 5, Galatians 5, and Colossians 3 reveal that Spirit-filled people abound with fruitfulness and singing—and, indeed, fruitfulness through singing. Figure 3 summarizes these parallels.

      Ephesians 5:1–21

      [image: Figure 3: 'Reject the unfruitful works of darkness.' leads to 'Be filled with the Spirit and sing together.' leads to 'Produce the fruit of light.']

      Galatians 5:16–26

      [image: Figure 4: 'Crucify the desires/works of the flesh.' leads to 'Keep in step with the Spirit.' leads to 'Bear the fruit of the Spirit.']

      Colossians 3:1–17

      [image: Figure 5: 'Put to death what is earthly.' leads to 'Teach, admonish, and sing with one another.' leads to 'Put on the new self.']

      Fig. 3.

      Ultimately, the purpose of singing and fruitfulness is the same: worship. Both flow from the ministry of the Holy Spirit and are intended to edify the church and glorify God. In this sense, singing can be considered another fruit (product) of the Spirit. Jesus says, “By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples” (John 15:8). According to Jesus, bearing fruit glorifies the Father. Our singing is at its best—its most worshipful and God-honoring—when it fosters fruitfulness.

      Why, then, do we not think in terms of fruitfulness when we sing? Why not allow the fruit of the Spirit to shape our musical worship?

      The fruit of the Spirit provides a more enduring, biblical standard than relevance or even tradition. At the same time, this approach is gracious enough to inform churches of all styles and contexts. It is true to the Spirit it reflects as it encourages unity in the body of Christ without dismissing the unique gifts and resources of individual Christians and congregations. The fruit of the Spirit provides a much-needed “common tone” for evaluating, engaging, and executing musical worship without caving to chaos or imposing extrabiblical restrictions on creativity.

      We have too long stewed in unfruitful confusion and division over musical worship. Like the organ at my church, we are painfully overdue for a tuning. We need a harmonious framework for singing as the church—one that is guided by Scripture and surrendered to the Spirit.

      Road Map

      Good worship leaders provide “road maps” to guide their bands through complex songs. Likewise, I want to provide an overview of the chapters ahead so you can read this book in the way that is most helpful for you. The following nine chapters examine the fruit of the Spirit as listed in Galatians 5:22–23. Each chapter defines a particular fruit and exposits related ideas that may influence our worship as both leaders and laypeople. I also explore how music-making has the unique capacity to communicate and cultivate each fruit in and beyond corporate worship.

      If you are a musician or technician, I know you’ll be itching to practice what you learn. Each chapter includes real-life examples and concludes with questions for reflection, discussion, and application. As you walk through these questions, remember that Spirit-filled singing is not about conforming to a one-size-fits-all method. Instead, it is about biblically and prayerfully discerning what will be most helpful for your people as they seek to live in the Spirit, look more like Christ, and glorify the Father.

      Because musical worship is meant to be a communal activity, I hope you’ll consider reading this book with others. I’ve structured it to serve as a nine-to-eleven-week curriculum suitable for upper high school and undergraduate music students, church study or staff groups, and worship teams (traditional, contemporary, or blended). However you choose to read it, I pray that this resource provides ample food for thought and discussion, drawing you and your fellow worshipers closer together in song and Spirit.

      To enhance the musicality of this book, I conclude each chapter with a closing hymn. For copyright purposes, these are public domain hymns. To compensate for the lack of contemporary songs, I’ve included a QR code in the back matter that links to a Spotify playlist to accompany your reading. This playlist includes a greater variety of genres and is intended as a musical “commentary” on the fruit of the Spirit, offering song recommendations for private devotion and public worship.

      For simplicity’s sake, I use “musical worship” holistically to refer to elements including (but not limited to) composition, production, leadership, and participation. I will specify when necessary, but my goal is to provide general principles that can be applied to your unique role and context.

      Finally, I understand how busy the life of a worship leader or church musician can be—especially as many of us are multivocational—but I hope you will walk through each chapter and question, even if it is slow going. Patience is a fruit of the Spirit, after all.

      And now may you be filled with the Holy Spirit, encouraged and equipped to make music and bear fruit.

      Reflection/Discussion

      1.  What is your involvement in musical worship? How has musical worship influenced your spiritual formation?

      2.  If you had to describe your vision for music ministry in one word, what would it be and why?

      3.  Which fruit of the Spirit do you most associate with musical worship? The least?

      4.  Which fruit most characterizes your worship? Which needs the most growth?

      5.  Which fruit of the Spirit is most characteristic of your worship team or congregation? Which fruit(s) need tending?

    

    
      
        1  Lane T. Dennis and Wayne Grudem, eds., ESV Study Bible: English Standard Version (Crossway, 2016), 2271.
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      Love

      Establishing the Root

      For this reason I bow my knees before the Father . . . that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have the strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

      Ephesians 3:14–19

      I was once asked to test a freshly delivered grand piano. It had been placed in an airy sanctuary, with sunshine filtering in from a perfect summer’s day. Aware of only a few people going about their weekday tasks, I launched into one of my favorite pieces: Dan Forrest’s magnificent arrangement of “How Great Thou Art.” I soared through the piece, conscious that it was the best I had ever played and reveling in the beautiful instrument and setting. As I played, I was vaguely aware of a figure standing in the doorway, listening. Now playing to an audience, I nearly sang along: “Then sings my soul, my Savior, God, to Thee: How great Thou art!”

      I let the sound waves echo after the final cadence. Then I tried to sneak away as though I had not just played very loudly in an ordinarily quiet space, but before I could leave, I was approached by the figure from the doorway. I recognized her as the woman who, on my first Sunday at this church, informed me that she hated traditional worship. As a traditional worship leader, you can imagine how well I took that.

      This time, she approached with her guard down. Weeping, she hugged me and explained that she hated that hymn most of all. As she shared some of her story, I was horrified to learn that a hymn I associated with joyful praise had been the soundtrack of childhood abuse at the hands of a pastor and father figure. Without meaning to, I nearly forced her to relive this trauma, and it is only by the grace of the Holy Spirit—the Comforter—that my music played a part in mending rather than reopening her wounds.

      “I don’t like traditional worship, but I like you,” she continued straightforwardly. She told me that listening to me play helped her enjoy that old, scarred hymn for the first time. I was struck. Risking her comfort, she had listened to me play one of my favorite pieces. In doing so, she loved me even as I unintentionally failed to love her. Marvelously, as the Spirit comforted her and convicted me, he knit us closer together in the love of Christ.

      This moment was pivotal. It forced me to reckon with the reality that what is a hymn to me may be a hurt to another. The apostle Paul compares loveless talent to tuneless, intemperate, deafening noise. Even our best music, without Christlike love, is nothing more than “a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1).

      The Firstborn Fruit

      The first fruit of the Spirit is not just love but a specific type of love: agapē. When the New Testament was being written, the word agapē was distinctly Christian. There is little trace of this word in the Greek polytheistic literature of the time and the more one learns about agapē, the more countercultural it seems today as well.1 In a culture that seeks to define love by itself (“Love is love”) or as attraction and affirmation, agapē stands unique as a concrete, observable, active type of love—a Christlike love.

      Agapē is most generally defined as “the quality of warm regard for and interest in another” with proposed synonyms including “esteem” or “affection.”2 But these English terms do not capture the comprehensive nature of this love. For a fuller picture of agapē, we must turn to Scripture.

      Agapē appears 116 times in the Greek New Testament, with nine of these occurrences (a relative majority) in 1 Corinthians 13. You are likely familiar with this chapter, but it is worth dwelling in before continuing through this book. Not only does it paint a portrait of agapē but it does so by describing the fruit of the Spirit in its entirety. First Corinthians 13 describes love in terms of the following:

      
        	
Joy: Love “rejoices with the truth” and “hopes all things” (13:6, 7).

        	
Peace: Love “does not insist on its own way” and “is not irritable or resentful” (13:5).

        	
Patience: Love “bears all things” (13:4, 7).

        	
Kindness: Love is kind and does not boast (13:4).

        	
Goodness: Love “does not envy” and “does not rejoice in wrongdoing” (13:4, 6).

        	
Faithfulness: Love “believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things” (13:7).

        	
Gentleness: Love “is not arrogant or rude” (13:4–5).

        	
Self-control: Love pursues clarity and maturity (13:11–12).

      

      This reading of 1 Corinthians 13 suggests that love is not only the first and greatest fruit of the Spirit but is itself the fruit of the Spirit. Thus, another way to punctuate Galatians 5:22–23 might be with a colon rather than a comma: “The fruit of the Spirit is love: joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.”3 Love is not just listed first among the fruit; it is the fruit. When we talk about agapē, we are talking about the fruit of the Spirit, and when we consider the fruit of the Spirit, we are considering the character of agapē.

      Although each chapter in this book considers an individual “fruit” of the Spirit, the fruit is essentially singular. It’s a cohesive unit, contained within and sprouting from love. Just as we cannot define love apart from the fruit, we cannot pursue any fruit apart from love. To sing joyfully is to revel in God’s love. To be patient with others’ skill levels is to practice love. To sing with self-control—with focus and intentionality—is to prioritize and protect love. As we grow in our understanding and application of the fruit of the Spirit, we grow in love.

      True Vine, Good Soil

      Paul describes love as “the greatest” of the theological virtues: faith, hope, and love (1 Cor. 13:13). The word for “greatest” (megas) means “superior” or “sublime.”4 This specific form (meizōn) is comparative, emphasizing that love is not only great but “the greatest.” In other places, the root of “greatest” carries connotations of eldership, maturity, and the authority of age.5 Because of this, we can think of love as the “firstborn” fruit of the Spirit; it precedes and produces the others.

      Thinking of love as the “firstborn” fruit also points us to its source: Christ, “the firstborn of all creation,” who is “before all things and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:15–17). Love is the root of the fruit, and Christ is the root of love. He is the true vine and, to love well, we must abide in him. When Paul prays for the Ephesians to be “rooted and grounded in love,” it isn’t just because love is a nice feeling; it’s because our entire existence—our lives, worship, and fruitfulness—will wither apart from the love of Christ (Eph. 3:17). John 15:1–17 abounds with fruitfulness language, and Jesus is clear: we cannot bear fruit without being steeped in his love.

      I was raised in Arizona and spent many years trying desperately to sustain a garden. Nothing worked, and my plants inevitably died. When I moved to Iowa, I planted seedlings without much hope. To my surprise, vines nearly took over my yard, and my husband had to stop me from opening a pumpkin patch (I have a black cat and play the organ, so it seemed fitting). The difference was not in my level of care or the quality of the plants themselves: it was the soil. Good, rich Midwestern soil.

      Our first occupation as worshipers is this: bury ourselves deep in the good soil of Christ’s love. Only then can we abound with fruit. Our source of love cannot be how many people praise our singing, download our new single, view our online service, or sign up for choir. We can rely only on the love of God in Christ Jesus, and we will worship most lovingly when we abide deepest in him. The more we lean into the perfect love—the full fruitfulness—of our true vine, the better prepared we will be to bear fruit in and beyond our worship.

      Music-Making and Community-Building

      We are inundated with love songs. Love (or the feelings people identify as love) is by far the most popular subject of songwriting, so much so that I am thrilled whenever I find a secular artist who sings about more than romance. In reality, though, every song is a love song. The question is, Who or what is the object of that song’s love? And what sort of love is it? At its core, musical worship is an expression and enforcement of our love for God. We praise him because we love him, and in praising him, we fan the flames of this love.

      Singing together is also an opportunity to love one another. In Ephesians 5 and Colossians 3, Paul exhorts Christians to love one another and concludes by telling them to sing together. This is not coincidence but providence. Even beyond church music, group music-making has always been a distinctive of human community. It is universal to all tongues, tribes, and nations. However materialists try to explain this, Christians understand that God made us relational creatures. He also made us singing creatures and graciously gives us music as a way of relating to one another.
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