
Study Series Lesson 10 of 11 on:
A

D I R E C TO RY
FOR

Publike Prayer, Reading the Holy Scriptures, Singing

of Psalms, Preaching of the Word, Administration

of the Sacraments; And other parts of the

Publike Worship of God, Ordinary

and Extraordinary.

Study of the Directory for the Public Worship of God by the Westminster Assembly 1644/1645.1

Of Singing of Psalms.

T is the duty of Christians to praise God publicly by singing of Psalms together in the Congregation,
and also privately in the Family.I
In singing of Psalms, the voice is to be tunably and gravely ordered: but the chief care must be, to

sing with understanding, and with Grace in the heart, making melody unto the Lord.

That the whole Congregation may join herein, every one that can read is to have a Psalm book, and
all others not disabled by age, or otherwise, are to be exhorted to learn to read.  But for the present,
where many in the Congregation cannot read, it is convenient that the Minister, or some other fit person
appointed by him and the other Ruling Officers, do read the Psalm, line by line, before the singing
thereof.

+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +

EDINBURGH. 23 Nov, 1649. Postmeridian. 

THE Commission of the General Assembly having with great diligence considered the Paraphrase of
the Psalms in meter, sent from the Assembly of Divines in England, by our Commissioners, whilst they
were there, as it is corrected by former General Assemblies, Committees from them, and now at last by
the Brethren deputed by the late Assembly for that purpose: And having exactly examined the same, Do
approve the said Paraphrase as it is now compiled: And therefore according to the power given them by
the said Assembly, Do appoint it to be printed and published for publick use; Hereby authorizing the
same to be the only Paraphrase of  the  Psalms  of  David to  be sung in the Kirk of  Scotland;  and
discharging the old Paraphrase and any other than this  new Paraphrase to be made use of  in any
Congregation or Family after the first day of May in the year 1650.  And for uniformity in this part of
the worship of God, do seriously recommend to Presbyteries, to cause make publick intimation of this
act, and take special care that the same be timeously put to execution, and duly observed.       — A. Ker.

1 Study Document revised from former edition of 2018.09.09.
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Outline and Excerpts from Donald C. McLaren’s 1840
The Psalms of Holy Scripture, The Only Songs of Zion.

Proposition: We propose to show, that the Psalms contained in the holy Scriptures are the only songs of
praise, which the Church is warranted by the express appointment of God to sing in his worship.

[ Consideration #1: The Unique Divine origin and authority of the Book of Psalms. ]

I. That the Book of Psalms is a Collection of Psalms, made by divine authority.  They were dictated
by the Spirit to the holy men who composed them.  All the Psalms thus given at different times by
inspiration were at length collected into one book; none of them were lost, no others were admitted.

[ Consideration #2: The historical reality of God’s delivering the Psalms to his Church. ]

II.  In  the  history  of  Psalmody,  it  is  an  important  fact,  placed  beyond  dispute  by  the  highest
testimony, that the church has been furnished with only one Book or collection of Psalms, wholly and
immediately from God himself.

[ Consideration #3: The Title of the Book of Psalms. ]

III. The significant title of this book furnishes a strong argument in favor of its continued use in
religious worship: – It was named by our Lord “the Book of Psalms,” and was afterwards so called in a
solemn Synod of the Apostles. Acts 1.20.  The name employed to designate that portion of the Holy
Scriptures, recognized and ratified its perpetual connection with the Church’s praises, for that name is
appropriate to the compositions contained in that book, being expressive not only of their poetical
structure and adaptation to music, but also of their divine origin, their spiritual nature, and religious
use. [Luke. 20.42.]

[ Consideration #4: The Psalms were Designed to be Sung, evident from the Office and Title of David. ]

IV. That the Psalms were designed to be sung, appears from the descriptive name or epithet applied
to David who wrote the most of them.  He is called, expressly in his character of an inspired author,
“the sweet psalmist of Israel.” 2 Sam. 23.1.

[ Consideration #5: The Canonical Psalms were used in the Old Testament for Divine Worship. ]

V. The Psalms, contained in the canonical or scripture psalm book, were sung in divine worship
under the Old Testament dispensation.  They were thus sung, during the days of David, in the daily
service of the tabernacle. 1 Chron. 16.4,7; 23.30.  At the dedication of the temple built by Solomon, the
Levites praised God in the words of the 136th Psalm, saying, “For he is good, for his mercy endureth
for ever;” a psalm well adapted to that august and solemn occasion. [ … Hezekiah... etc. ]

[ No Evidence that other Songs were used in God’s Worship throughout the History of Holy Scripture. ]

That the canonical book of Psalms was in approved use in the church for many ages, is a fact which 
should be allowed to have its full weight in the minds of all. 

[ Consideration #6: The Express Command to Sing these Psalms. ]

VI.  There  was  an  express  command repeatedly  given to  worship  God by singing the  inspired
compositions contained in the Book of Psalms.  We hope our readers will patiently follow us, that they
may see the ground on which this affirmation is made.

[ The Book of Psalms only has Authoritative Use as Religious Worship Song: Anytime, Anywhere. ]



When the advocates of human hymns are directed to the strong and accumulated evidence that
proves psalm-singing to have been a divine ordinance under the Old Testament, and are called upon to
adduce any evidence, which they may affirm exists, that that ordinance has been altered or abrogated,
or to show cause, if any there be, why it should not now be obeyed, they find on trial that they cannot
do this.

[ Proof #1 that Psalm-Singing is a New Testament Ordinance: The Commands given in the New Testament. ]

I. Its continuance is recognized in commands given in the New Testament: “Is any merry?  Let him
sing psalms.” James 5.13. There is but one word in the command, Ψαλλέτω, answering to “Zamar,” and
adequately translated, sing psalms.  This, it is to be observed, was addressed to the dispersed tribes of
Israel,  enjoining  on them a  duty  with  which  they  had always  been familiar,  and which  remained
incumbent on them under the new dispensation.

[ Proof #2 that Psalm-Singing is a New Testament Ordinance: Prophecies require the use of the Psalms in New 
Testament times. ]

II. There are prophecies which can be fulfilled only under the New Testament, and fulfilled only in
the continued use of the Psalms: – It is made evident by Isaiah himself, that his prophecy, chap. 12,
describes converts from among the Jews under the New Testament.  Any person conversant with the
Psalms, will perceive that most of the expressions attributed to the converted Jews, the words put into
their mouth by the Spirit of prophecy as that which “they shall say in that day,” are taken from the
Psalms. [Isa. 12.4-6; Psalm 105.1.]

[ Proof #3 that Psalm-Singing is a New Testament Ordinance: The Psalms Honor our Lord Jesus Christ, and 
were Honored by Him. ]

III. As the Book of Psalms honors the Lord Jesus, the Son of God, our Savior, so it was signally
honored by him and should therefore be esteemed precious and honorable by his followers.  He first
gave this sacred book the appropriate and emphatic name by which it has ever since been called.

[In Mr. McLaren’s book, there follow additional observations on common objections, such as “What is not
forbidden,” the comparison of Praise to Prayer, the existence of other scripture songs; discussion of the basic
principle of Obeying the revealed will of God, the Psalter that is Inspired, attempts to warrant hymn-singing....]
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Reasons  of  dissent  from  the  Act  of  Synod  rescinding  the  Act,  which  ordered  the
Congregations  to  read  the  lines  in  the  public  singing  of  the  praises  of  God.
By James R. Willson.

(Published in The Covenanter, Vol. 2., July 1847, page 374.)

1.The rescinding act, as the undersigned believes, is, in its import, not warranted by the practice of
God’s people of the days of David, for then the lines were read, that  all might have the privilege of
praising God.

2. It is calculated to encourage insubordination, as it has been passed in answer to a petition of
Topsham congregation, which, for many years, refused to obey what the petitioners themselves admit,
was a law of Synod. [Synod records refer to the ‘Declaratory Act’ of 1838; cp. R.P. vol 2, page 303.]

3. It tends to distract the church, by appearing to depart from that uniformity in worship which the
church  has  always  laboured  to  maintain,  which  is  dear  to  the  saints,  and in  which  God delights:



—“Jerusalem,  as  a  city,  is  compactly  built  together.”  It  is  an  attempt  to  remove  one  pin  of  the
tabernacle, and thus impair the strength which makes it compact. Many will be grieved for this.  The
writer is among these.

4.  The act  is  an accommodation to  the corrupt  Congregationalists  of  New England,  where the
insubordination  of  Topsham congregation  originated.  By  yielding  to  corruption,  farther  and  more
dangerous encroachments are encouraged.  It was admitted in the argument, that one reason, and, as the
undersigned thinks, the main one, for rescinding the act,  is because those who are without oppose
lining.  That  reason is  equally  availing against  the  weightier  matters  of  the  law,  embodied in  our
Testimony.

5. The rescinding act is equivocal.  It is well known that many, of whom the undersigned is one,
deem the law of our manner of worship still exists in all its force, as it has never been rescinded, and
that it does not lie in the mouth of any inferior authority, or of any congregation, or of any member to
declare that the expediency of the law, making it imperative, has ceased to exist.  They believe that
though all adult Covenanters can read, yet there are thousands who attend on preaching, as in England,
Ireland, and Scotland, that cannot read, all of whom have their mouths closed, while a very few only,
are  celebrating  the  praises  of  God.  Other  members,  who plead  for  the  congregational  manner  of
worship in this matter, will interpret, as they have done for years, the law in the Directory of Worship,
to authorize every congregation, if it is pleasing to it, with the session, to sing continuously.  For the
purpose of settling definitively the meaning of that part of our law, the act, now rescinded, was passed.
The undersigned, with all due deference to Synod, thinks this kind of equivocal legislation, now so
common in all corrupt Protestant churches, ought to be avoided.

6. The undersigned deems this rescinding act a step of defection. There are in carnal times, and a
lukewarm state of the church, three distinctly marked steps in backsliding.  1. Ceasing to do such things
as ought to be done, as not proceeding in the argumentative part of the church’s testimony, and halting
in the settlement of the governmental order of the Lord’s house, and the non-renovation of covenant.  2.
Undoing what has been done.  3. In doing the contrary.  The undersigned saw, with great pain, these
degrees of defection, which led to the lamentable New Light defection. [1833.]  He is constrained, with
deep sorrow of heart, to put the rescinding act in the second class.

7. The rescinding act is a departure from the footsteps in which the flock of Christ have walked, for
at least two hundred years, and all this for no valid reason, as the undersigned thinks.

8. Christ says of the tithing of mint, anise and cummin, “These things ye ought to have done.”
While the undersigned admits that there are  weightier matters of the law far more important, he still
earnestly dissents from the rescinding act, because it is like the letting out of waters, which though very
small at first, wear, for themselves continually, larger and larger channels. He shall be called least in the
kingdom of heaven, who teaches men to condemn the loops and taches of the tabernacle. - June 1, 1847

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =

Discussion Questions

1. Is the first proposition of the Directory also true of Hymns, “Praise Songs,” Liturgical songs, etc?
2. Should believers regard heart-melody or voice-melody to be their duty in singing praise?
3. What advantage for God’s worship did the Westminster Assembly intend in the use of lining?
4. From what era did RPs begin to account congregations and families bound to use the 1650 Psalter?


