The Confessional Presbyterian

Paul and the Septuagint Psalter:
Reckoning with Intra-Canonical Exegesis Concerning Our Sung Praises

By Harrison Perkins

Paul’s exhortation in Ephesians 5:18-19 that we be “filled
with the Spirit by speaking to one another in psalms and
hymns and spiritual songs” (tAnpodcbe &v mvedpar,
horodvteg £avToig [€v] WaApolg kol DvVOLS Kol MO0is
nvevpotikaic) has often fueled the Chrigtian imagina-
tion concerning our sung praises in corporate wor-
ship. We have perhaps, at times, lost sight of how Paul
clearly taught that singing these types of songs should
be actions of speaking to one another, addressing fellow
believers with the truth for edification rather than ex-
perientially loaded personal blessings, but nonetheless
have been intrigued by his clear admonition to sing.*
Reflections upon Paul’s exhortation have been, to say the
leagt, varied in their conclusions, ranging from a clear
perception that he was enjoining exclusive psalmody to
equally firm conviction that he commanded us to write
our own praise and worship choruses.

The debate is certainly not a new one but goes back
to the earliest days of the Reformation. However, this
article’s goal is not to answer this question directly, even
if the author’s own views will be somewhat obvious. The
intent is to provide a fuller account of the data that must
be considered exegetically in this question in order to
reach conclusions grounded in proper biblical inter-
pretation and to remove to some extent the strange-
ness many find in the idea that Paul refers to the book
of Psalms. The main upshot is that we should not im-
port our own preconceived notions into Paul’s catego-
ries of songs but should at least explore whether there
is exegetical information that clarifies his meaning in
terms of intra-canonical coherence. This article’s pri-
mary consideration is that the Greek words Paul used
to exhort us to sing to the Lord come from the Septu-
agint translation of the Psalter. This point itself is not
groundbreaking and has played a major role in these
discussions for some time. This article’s contribution,
however, is in trying to press further into this data in
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order to prompt more holistic interpretation of all the
issues involved in Paul’s intertextual references. Argu-
ably, the main benefit of this article is the table that
presents the data of the Greek and Hebrew headings
from the Psalter more comprehensively and straight-
forwardly than simple lists of texts, which hopefully fa-
cilitates more in-depth research on its basis.

Concerning the headings within the Psalter, the Sep-
tuagint translators did not force any one-to-one corre-
spondence between any particular Greek and Hebrew
words. For instance, 2V is usually translated @), and
both are rendered in English as “song” In two exam-
ples, however, qinn is translated @dn (Ps. 4; 38[LXX]).
The interesting feature about this glossing is that, typi-
cally, the Septuagint used yoApog to translate %7, in-
dicating that these two Greek words could both refer
to the same sort of song, which is labeled in the ESV
with “Psalm?” There are numerous examples also where
other instances of lexical flexibility occur. For instance,
in Psalm 7, waApdg is used to translate 19°3%, which is
rendered in English as “Shiggaion,” showing how the
Septuagint translators did not even pin the word used
as the title of the Psalter to a one-to-one correspondence
with a particular Hebrew word.

The Septuagint vocabulary also extends beyond sim-
ply the use of wakpog, Hpvoig, and daic. It includes
other categories—such as the otnhoypaeio (Pss. 15, 55—
59 LXX), oOveowv (Pss. 31, 41, 43—-44, 51-52, 73, 77, 88, 141
LXX), and AMmAovid that have no related heading in
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the Masoretic Text or English translations (Pss. 104-106,
113-118, 135 LXX)—highlighting not only the Psalter’s
internal diversity in terms of perceived form and con-
tent for the songs God ingpired, but also the flexibility
of the Septuagint’s translators.

The event in 2 Chronicles 7:6, whereby the temple
was dedicated, provides striking insight into the trans-
lation issues already noted, illumining the categories
assigned to the Psalter.

Kol ol lePEIG €Ml TAG PLAAKAG OTAV EGTNKOTEG, Kol
ot Agvitat €v 0pydavolg @d@v Kvupiov Tod Aavid Tod
Baociémg 0D €Eoporoyeiolar Evavtt kKupiov dti
€lg Tov aidva 0 £Leog avToD £v Huvols Acutd dud
YEPOG aDT@V, Kol ot lepeils colmilovtes Taig ohA-
my&w évavtiov avT@®v, Kol mig Iopand EotnKadc.

“and the priests, were standing upon their posts,
as well as the Levites with instruments for songs
for the Lord, those written by King David, with
the purpose of confessing before the Lord that his
mercy endures forever by using David’s hymns
through their hand, and the priests sounded the
trumpet before them and all Israel stood”

For the people’s corporate worship, they used “songs for
the Lord” (@d®v xvpiov) but specifically those “writ-
ten by King David” (tod Aawid 100 Bactiémg). As they
sang these songs, the text was clear that they confessed
the Lord’s everlasting mercy “by using David’s hymns”
(év duvorg Aawid). This apposition shows that @dr and
Vuvog can both refer to the exact same song, since the
priests and Levites sang their ©on by using a Ouvog by
David. Notably, these hymns, which are odes, would be
the songs David wrote that are now contained in the
Psalter. The connection at least between pvog and the
Psalter is substantiated in Matthew 26:30 where “af-
ter singing a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Ol-
ives” (buvnooavteg £ERAOOV €ig 10 Opog TV EANLDV).

2. Herbert W. Basser with Marsha B. Cohen, The Gospel of Mat-
thew and Judaic Traditions: A Relevance-based Commentary (Leiden:
Brill, 2015), p. 674; David L. Turner, Matthew. Baker Exegetical Com-
mentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic,
2008), p. 626; R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2007), p. 996; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14-28, Word Biblical Com-
mentary (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1995), p. 774; Craig L. Blomberg,
Matthew, New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman
Press, 1992), p. 392; concerning the parallel in Mark 14:26, see also R.
T. France, The Gospel of Mark, New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), pp. 574-75; Wil-
liam L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, New International Commentary
on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,1974), p. 509.
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Given the context of the Passover, undoubtedly the
“hymn” they sang was from the Hallel Psalms, most
likely Psalm 118.%

The lexical data involved in understanding Paul’s
reference to psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs is then
quite complex, involving several exegetical and trans-
lation issues. This article has not aimed to settle those
complexities with any resolute conclusions but to reckon
more thoroughly with some of the raw data that must
be considered for proper exegesis of the passage. The
analysis above is somewhat minimal, but the chart be-
low has—for the first time as far as 'm aware—collated
the headings from the Psalter according to the Septua-
gint and the Masoretic Text to facilitate further investi-
gation, now having a full presentation of the exegetical
information to interpret.

The following chart then opens a number of avenues
for exegetical investigation, a few of which might be sug-
gested here. Firgt, there is significant work to be done
concerning how the Septuagint used some terms appar-
ently interchangeably in regard to the translation of some
Hebrew words. The most prominent example likely per-
tains to the varying translations of the Hebrew 7inin and
the reasons that might explain those variations. Second,
the instances where the Septuagint uses the terms under
consideration in nearly apposite fashion would deepen
our understanding of the semantic range for these lex-
emes but also strengthen our insight into how these terms
inform the way we should understand the form and con-
tent of particular psalms. This issue pertains perhaps
most precisely to the relationship of woiuog and @on.
Third, there are a number of categorical headings in the
Septuagint Psalter which Paul did not mention in Ephe-
sians 5:19, which is worth considering in terms of the
implications for what type of Psalm those are and Paul’s
intent in listing out types of songs we should sing. Is his
exhortation exhaustive, the regulative principle then sug-
gesting that we should not sing the other types of Psalms
in new covenant worship, or summary, broadly directing
us to the Psalter to find songs that Christians should sing?
The latter seems more likely, but further exegesis can
substantiate these points more precisely. More avenues
of investigation will of course present themselves as ex-
egesis specifies new conclusions, but these suggestions
here provide a sketch of some ways forward.

Below is a table, displaying the headings according to
the Greek Septuagint, the Hebrew Masoretic Text, and
several notable English translations head each Psalm.
Please note that the Septuagint numbering of the Psalms
differs from the Hebrew Psalter and that the English
versions follow the Hebrew numbering.
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LXX/MT LXX3 MT4 KJV5 Geneva 16159 ESV

1 _ _ _ _ _

2 _ _ _ _ _

3 YOOGS qinm Psalm Psalm Psalm

4 wakuég/c’p&‘] jﬁnm Psalm Psalm Psalm

5 yaApog qinmn Psalm Psalm Psalm

6 Duvorg/ yalpog qinm Psalm Psalm Psalm

7 \VOOMH(')G 13w Shiggaion Shiggaion Shiggaion

8 YoAUOS qinm Psalm Psalm Psalm

9 wa%uég mllaltal Psalm Psalm Psalm
10/11 \IIU}»H()Q — Psalm Psalm —
11/12 \|/(17»H6€ jmm Psalm Psalm Psalm
12/13 \VOOLH()G jﬁnm Psalm Psalm Psalm
13/14 \I/U)\-H(')Q - Psalm Psalm —
14/15 ‘I/U)\Hég 1173;7; Psalm Psalm —
15/16 onAoypapio onon Miktam Miktam —
16/17 TPOGELYN ,'[‘?5 n prayer prayer (prayer)”
17/18 @Sﬁg oY [Psalm]* song [Psalm]* song [Psalm]* song8
18/19 wa%uég mlaltal Psalm Psalm Psalm
19/20 \I/U)\H()Q -ﬁnm Psalm Psalm Psalm
20/21 \VOO»H(')G 11733@ Psalm Psalm Psalm
21/22 \V(ﬁ»uég jﬁnm Psalm Psalm Psalm
22/23 WOALOG “inpn Psalm Psalm —
23/24 ‘I/U)\Hég 1173;7; Psalm Psalm —
24/25 wa}\,u(')g — Psalm Psalm —
25/26 — — Psalm Psalm —
26/27 — — Psalm Psalm —
27/28 — — Psalm Psalm —
28/29 \IIU]»H(')Q -ﬁnm Psalm Psalm —
29/30 wq)bu()g/dl)ﬁﬁg Y /11?3!7; Psalm/song Psalm/song Psalm/song
30/31 quuég jﬁmm Psalm Psalm Psalm
31/32 GUVEGEMG brikolia Psalm/Maskil Psalm/instruction —
32/33 — _ — _ _
33/34 — — Psalm Psalm —
34/35 — — Psalm Psalm —
35/36 — — Psalm Psalm —

3. Alfred Rahlfs (ed.), Septuaginta (Stuttgart, Germany: Deutsche

Bibelgesellschaft, 1979).

4. Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Hendrickson Publishers, 2007).

5. The Holy Bible, containing the Olde Testament, and the New.
Newly translated out of the Originall Tongues and with the former
Translations diligently compared and revised, by his Maiesties specially
Commandement (London: Robert Barker, 1617) [KJV].
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6. The Bible, that is the Holy Scriptures conteined in the Old and
New Testament. Translated according to the Ebrew and Greeke, etc.

(London: Robert Barker, 1615) [Geneva Bible].

7. In this instance, the ESV does include the heading but has in-
corporated it into the Psalm’s actual lines.
8. The heading “Psalm” is included in the English translation but

not in the MT or LXX.
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LXX/MT LXX MT KIV Geneva 1615 ESV
36/37 — — Psalm Psalm —
37/38 \IIOOMH(’)Q Rlaira) Psalm Psalm Psalm
38/39 (})&] Rifajfa) Psalm Psalm Psalm
39/40 Waxuég 'ﬁm:;;) Psalm Psalm Psalm
40/41 \llaluég 'ﬁm;z_g Psalm/remembrance Psalm/remembrance Psalm
41/42 oVVECLY 23wn Maskil Psalm/instruction Maskil
42/43 YOAROG — — — —
43/44 oVVECLY \VOLM(')Q '773};;7; — Psalm/instruction Maskil
44/45 GUVECIV/QN oo3wn/ Maskil/song Song/instruction Maskil/song

Y

45/46 YOALOG Y song Song song
46/47 YOALOG Rlaira) Psalm Psalm Psalm
47/48 YOAUOS/ DN Y/ Song/psalm Song/psalm song/Psalm

Rilaial
48/49 Waxuég 'ﬁm:;;) Psalm Psalm Psalm
49/50 wakuég ﬁﬁm:‘@ Psalm Psalm —
50/51 wa)\,uég Rlaira) Psalm Psalm Psalm
51/52 GLVECEMG ’7’3‘1@)@ Maskil/Psalm Psalm/instruction Maskil
52/53 cUVégg@g '773};;7; Maskil/Psalm Psalm/instruction Maskil
53/54 duvoig/cuvécemg N/ Maskil/Psalm Psalm/instruction (instruments)/

i) 72a) Maskil
54/55 v uvolg/(jpvécg@g ‘773'1;;@/11']73_\; Maskil/Psalm Psalm/instruction Maskil
55/56 omAoypapiov anon Miktam Psalm/Miktam Miktam
56/57 omAoypapiov ondJn Miktam Psalm/Miktam Miktam®
57/58 oTnAOYpaQioV an2n Miktam Psalm/Miktam Miktam
58/59 GTnKOYp(I(pl'(IV anon Miktam Psalm/Miktam Miktam
59/60 GT]]?\.O'YpU,(p{UN anon Miktam Psalm/teach Miktam
60/61 vuvotg Nl Psalm Psalm (instruments)
61/62 \IIOOMH(’)Q Rlaira) Psalm Psalm Psalm
62/63 ‘VOOMH(’)Q 'ﬁnm Psalm Psalm Psalm
63/64 waxuég 'ﬁm:;_g Psalm Psalm Psalm
64/65 \Va)\,u(')g/dgﬁﬁ jmm/ Y Psalm/song Psalm/song Psalm/song
65/66 0’)511 \V(’v}"HOﬁ it Y Song/Psalm Song/Psalm —
66/67 &v duvorg: \VO‘XP-(‘)Q @Sﬁg Y iR N2 Psalm/song Psalm/song (instruments)

Psalm/song.

67/68 YOALOG MOT|g BN 7Anllaia) Psalm/song Psalm/song Psalm/song
68/69 — — Psalm Psalm —
69/70 — — Psalm/remembrance Psalm/remembrance —

9. It seems that the LXX translators used the phrase €v Huvoig to
translate a Hebrew phrase indicating to play the song on stringed in-

struments. This gloss does not really seem to fit the semantic range of

Duvog, at least if the point was to preserve the function of the original
Hebrew. It would translate into English as “in praises” or “in praise
songs.” This textual issue might prompt worthwhile
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investigation into the LXXs theology, possibly suggesting that its Psal-
ter was primarily aimed at use in the synagogues where instruments
were not used to accompany singing. In light of these considerations,
I have placed “ingtruments” in parenthesis under the English version
column throughout this chart, which also removes the necessity of
using a bulkier phrase in a minimalist table.
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LXX/MT LXX MT KIV Geneva 1615 ESV
70/71 — _ — — _
71/72 — — Psalm Psalm —
72/73 \Vaxu(’)g qinrn Psalm Psalm —
73/74 GUVEGEMG ’79‘1{;@ Maskill Psalm/instruction —
74/75 YOALOG ®OT|G /i Psalm/song Psalm/song Psalm/song
75/76 &V DUVOLG WOALOG, MOT| | T°W/7intn N2 Psalm/song Psalm/song (instruments)

Psalm/song
76/77 wakuég jﬁm:v_j Psalm Psalm Psalm
77/78 GUVEGE®MG rioii72a) Maskil Psalm/instruction —
78/79 \Va}\,u(‘)g Rllaira) Psalm Psalm —
79/80 ‘VOOVH(‘)Q 'ﬁrgm Psalm Psalm Psalm
80/81 \VU-)VH()C_, — Psalm Psalm —
81/82 wakuég jmm Psalm Psalm —
82/83 (,’)511 \IIU)\-HOf) i Y Song/Psalm Song/Psalm Song/Psalm
83/84 \Vaxu(‘)g qinrn Psalm Psalm Psalm
84/85 \VOOVH(’)G -ﬁm;_g Psalm Psalm Psalm
85/86 TPOGEVYT| 77on Prayer Prayer —
86/87 YAALOG MOTIC RE”Anilaira) Psalm/song Psalm/song —
87/88 (j)Sn \VU)bHOﬁ i Y Song/Psalm/Maskil | Song/Psalm/instruction Song/Psalm
88/89 vaécscog '773'1;;@ Maskil Psalm/instruction Maskil
89/90 TPOGEVYT| 77on Prayer Prayer —
90/91 DSTC _ — — —
91/92 YOALOG MOTIC RE”Anilaira) Psalm/song Psalm/song Psalm/song
92/93 ®S7C _ _ _ _
93/94 WOoALOG — — — _
94/95 DSTC _ _ _ —
95/96 oM _ _ _ _
96/97 — — — — _
97/98 ‘VOOVH(‘)Q 'ﬁm;_g Psalm Psalm —
98/99 wa)\,u(‘)g — — — —
99/100 wakuég "ﬁm_‘?; Psalm Psalm —
100/101 \Ija)\,u(‘)g Rlaira) Psalm Psalm —
101/102 TPOGELYT| ,'[’;73 n Prayer Prayer Prayer
102/103 — — Psalm Psalm —
103/104 — — — — —
104/105 AlAnAovid — — — —
105/106 AMnhovid — — — —
106/107 Alnlovia — — — —
107/108 (,)81‘] waxuoﬁ it Y Song/Psalm Song/Psalm Song/Psalm
108/109 wakuég "ﬁm_‘?; Psalm Psalm —
109/110 \Ifa)\,u(‘)g Rllaira) Psalm Psalm —
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LXX/MT LXX MT KIvV Geneva 1615 ESV

110/111 — — — — —
111/112 — — — — —
112/113 — — — — —
113/114-115 AXnovid — — — _
114/116:1-9 AXAnlovid — — — —
115/116:10-19 AlAniovid — — — —
116/117 AMAniovia — — — —
117/118 AMANLovid — - — _
118/119 AMnAovid — — — _
119/120 5351] Y Song Song —
120/121 MM Y Song Song —
121/122 (j)ﬁn PY Song Song/Psalm —
122/123 (081] PY Song Song —
123/124 ®oM PY Song Song —
124/125 ®oM PY Song Song —
125/126 M PY Song Song —
126/127 (})811 Y Song Song —
127/128 (})81‘1 PY Song Song —
128/129 5351] Y Song Song —
129/130 ®M Y Song Song —
130/131 (j)&] PY Song Song/Psalm —
131/132 (,)811 Y Song Song —
132/133 (3351‘1 PY Song Song/Psalm —
133/134 ®M Y Song Song —
134/135 — — — — —
135/136 AMnLovid — — — —
136/137 — — — — —
137/138 — — Psalm Psalm —
138/139 \IIOOMHC‘)Q mlalral Psalm Psalm —

139/140 \IIOOLM(‘)Q 1173;7; Psalm Psalm Psalm
140/141 ‘IIOOMP-(‘)Q jmm Psalm Psalm —

141/142 o"uvéggg)g ‘7’3};;@ Maskil/prayer Psalm/instruction/prayer Maskil
142/143 ‘VOOVH(‘)G malral Psalm Psalm —
143/144 — — Psalm Psalm —
144/145 A’fVﬁGlg n‘?nrj Psalm of praise Psalm of praise —
145-150 — — — — —

The preceding considerations have aimed at some
ground-leveling work, specifically by bringing forth
the exegetical data to study Paul’s reference to psalms
and hymns and spiritual songs. One facet, however, is
missing from the above statistics concerning the word
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nvevploTikois as the modifier in “spiritual songs” The
exact designation @daic mvevpatikoic does not appear
in the Septuagint Psalter, which some have said means
that Paul could not be referring to a category of Psalms.
Even on its surface, this dismissal of the possibility that
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Paul referred to a type of Psalm is rather superficial
because it demands more precision from Paul’s termi-
nology than is realistic. As we have already seen, these
categories from the Psalter are somewhat flexible in
meaning.’® The translation issues in the table inten-
sify this point, making that flexibility even more fluid
in application to any New Testament implementation
of these categories. All the same, the commitment to
be more thoroughly exegetical in understanding Paul’s
exhortation does demand that we take account of this
modifier and its implications, if any, for clarifying his
reference at an inter-canonical level. Admittedly, this
investigation raises questions about issues lacking ex-
tensive data. The combination of @daig TvevpOTIKOIG
appears only elsewhere in the New Testament in Co-
lossians 3:16, and even the word @dn alone is not that
frequent (Rev. 5:9; 14:3).

Colossians 3:16 is instructive in this respect though,
saying, “Let Christ’s word richly dwell in you by teaching
and admonishing one another with all wisdom by sing-
ing with thanks in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs in
your heart to God” (O Adyog tod Xp1otod £voikeitm €v
VUV Thoveimg, £v Tdon copig Siddokovtes Kol voude-
TODVTEG £0VTOVGE, WAANOTG DUVOLS MO0IG TVEVLOTIKOAG
€V TH) xaprt foovtes €v i kapdiog UV @ Oed). Re-
gardless of whether Paul in Colossians expanded ma-
terial from Ephesians or in Ephesians compressed the
point in Colossians, the relationship between the pas-
sages is clear. Colossians similarly notes an instructive
function for singing, clarifying Ephesians’ instruction to
“speak to one another” as the need for “teaching and ad-
monishing one another” Most notably, the supplemental
information in Colossians highlights that this edifica-
tion is for making “Christ’s word dwell richly in you”
In other words, the Scripture is in view as what should
dwell in our hearts for teaching through our singing.
In that respe, the Scripture inspired by or about Christ
for singing would be the Psalms (Luke 24:44-47).

The other major New Testament discussion of sing-
ing occurs in 1 Corinthians 14, amidst Paul’s critique of
the Corinthians’ misuse of spiritual gifts. Anecdotally,
it has been said to me that Paul’s statement that “T will
sing in $pirit” (yoA® t@® mvedpoty 1 Cor. 14:15) proves
that whatever the church was singing, it could not be
Psalms, making this passage worth considering. Why it
precludes that spiritual songs cannot be from the Psal-
ter is not immediately apparent. Indeed, in Romans
15:9 Paul quoted Psalm 18:49 (Ps. 17:50 LXX), includ-
ing the same verb: “and I will sing to your name” (ol
T® OvopoTt Gov Wol®). In this respect, the Septuagint
categorized this psalm as ®3fc. So, the verb itself can
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directly tie this sort of singing to psalm singing of the
ode sort. Regarding the connection of ¢pirit, Paul’s point
in 1 Corinthians 14:15 is nowhere near the same as in
Ephesians 5:19 or Colossians 3:16, since it fits within an
ongoing contrast in verses 13-19 between singing not
only in $pirit (1@ mvevpatt) but also with the mind (t®
vol). This contrast is then between personal faculties
which either have awareness of the content of the ac-
tion they perform or not. Although Paul did not use the
possessive pronoun in verse 15, he elided it from verse
14, excluding here a reference to the Holy Spirit. Singing
in spirit then related to using the gift of tongues to sing
when the language used is not mentally understood by
the singer—the song’s content is not addressed, so fails
to inform the nature of @daig TvevpaTIKAis.

Paul’s discourse did address congregational sing-
ing. In 1 Corinthians 14:26, he wrote, “when you come
together, each has a psalm, has a teaching, has a rev-
elation, has a tongue, has an explanation” (§tav ov-
vépynobe, £xaotog WaApov Exet, S1aynV, ATOKAALYLY
£xel, YAdooav Eyel, Epunveiav Exet). Within the list of
service items, each seems to relate to what God has re-
vealed, since teaching, revelation, tongues, and expla-
nation all relate to delivering or expositing God’s Word.
Since the sung item here is a woApov—it is unclear why
some English versions translate this word as “hymn”
since that should likely be reserved for the Greek word
it transliterates—there is good reason to assume that
the songs sung were from the Psalter.

How does this help us understand @doig mvevpott-
Koig? In the context of discussing spiritual gifts, Paul
§till defaulted to refer to the Psalms as the basic content
of Christian singing for gathered worship. What then is
the exact meaning of modifying “songs” as “spiritual”?
At this point in considering the evidence, it seems clear
that this question in some ways is a matter of judgment
rather than a determination of exegetical warrant in
the specific construction. The dative would seem to be
glossed either objectively or subjectively: “songs about
the Spirit” or “songs [inspired] by the Spirit” The latter
seems more likely given the drift of the evidence con-
sidered so far and the significant lack of songs about
the Holy Spirit throughout the church’s entire history,
which would indicate that we have totally failed in the

10. Charles Hodge, Ephesians (Geneva Series of Commentaries;
Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1964; repr. 2003), 221

11. If the genitive is understood as objective—“the word about
Christ”—rather than, as here, subjective and possessive—“Christ’s
word”—the point remains the same that Paul was referring to the
Scripture, since even Christ himself was explicit that the psalms were
about him.
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injunction here.!* Rather, in keeping with an exhorta-
tion to be filled with “Christ’s word” by singing (Col.
3:16), Paul seemed to enjoin singing Scriptural songs,
drawing categories from the Septuagint Psalter, neither
exhaustively listing the types of Psalms he envisioned
nor intending to implement overly precise versions of
traditional headings from the Greek Psalter. Regard-
less, psalms and hymns were inherently religious types
of songs, but odes could be religious or secular, so Paul
was certainly specifying that he had the religious sort of
ode in view, namely those related to the Spirit.’3

One of the issues related to this discussion of Paul’s
terminology for songs the church sings is synonymy.
The objection to seeing Paul’s three designations as all
referring to the Psalter is that referring to the Psalms in
three ways is too redundant to make sense of why Paul
implemented three terms. Nonetheless, even some who
do not recognize these terms as drawn from the Psalter
contend that “It is unlikely that any sharply demarcated
division is intended,” suggesting that all sides of the lexi-
cal debate should be content to accept that Paul used his
terms with somewhat flexible application.'4 The question
is then simply where he got those terms. The objection to
synonymy seems to pose that the apostle got them from
unknown sources or from culture, using rather generic
words without ultimately discernible (at least by exege-
sis) meaning.’> The argument that Paul used terms from
the Psalter poses that he got his categories from Scripture
and the historic practices of the synagogue. Even apart
from the source issue, the data about the lexical issues in
the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint Greek shows that
the point is not $trict synonymy, as if Paul meant pre-
cisely the same referent by all three terms. Certainly, it
undermines the misleading objection that each of Paul’s
Greek terms supposedly corresponded respectively to
only one Hebrew term from the Psalter, since the corre-
lation of all the headings from the Psalms shows greater
flexibility and variety than such claim.'® Rather than
$trict synonyms, Paul’s use of Septuagint terminology
shows him referring to multiple types of songs found in
the Old Testament Scripture.

12. John Murray and William Young, “The Report of the Minority
to the Fourteenth (1947) General Assembly” (accessed on August 12,
2022 at https://www.opc.org/GA/song.html#Minority); Bruce, Colos-
sians, Philemon, Ephesians, 159 n. 157.

13. Hodge, Ephesians, 222. In terms of the regulative principle, this
$pecification would certainly have bearing upon those instances where
churches have used secular songs in worship in hopes to “redeem” them
by using them to make church appealing to worldly minded people.

14. Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, 158.

15. Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, 158—59.

16. Cf. Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, 158-59 n.155.
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This objection again relates to an improper demand
for an overly precise use of Old Testament terminology,
as was the case with some claims about ®d0ig Tvevpati-
Koic. It does not hold up under the standards of linguis-
tics nor of everyday ways of speaking. I own an album
by a single artist titled “The Best of Ballads and Blues”” It
should be more than obvious that “ballads” and “blues”
refer to different types of songs contained on the album.
Yet, both types of songs come from a common source,
namely the catalogue of recordings by this one artist.
The point is that Paul’s use of three terms from the Greek
Psalter does not indicate redundant synonymity but in-
dicates three unique categories of songs drawn from a
common source, namely the catalogue of the Old Testa-
ment Scripture. More work may be needed to describe
and understand those categories more precisely, but
the lexical data presented here removes the synonym-
ity objection by showing how it conflates the content
of unique categories in a superficially absurd way by
not reckoning with the exegetical material or its spe-
cific meaning in the original context. Paul implemented
these three categories seemingly at least to show that our
sung worship should not be one-dimensionally flat—as
is the case in much modern praise music with its chant-
like droning. The Psalter’s multivalent content provides
the needed variety to keep our sung worship biblically
diverse, hence the need to sing its psalms, hymns, and
$piritual songs. Those who have previously defended a
synonymous understanding of these three terms may
or may not have had in mind this exact formulation of
one source containing multiple kinds of songs but their
instinct to understand Paul’s Greek word in terms of
their scriptural background was certainly more exegeti-
cally grounded than those who read modern meanings
into Paul’s language. Their arguments, when charitably
read, certainly have a semblance to the lexical data pre-
sented here when their critics do not reduce the point
by an ad absurdum fallacy.

This essay’s argument has been that there are signifi-
cant exegetical factors that need exploration to prop-
erly understand Paul’s reference to psalms, hymns,
and spiritual songs. The point has not been to settle
the question with any exhaustive conclusions but to
bring forth a newer, fuller presentation of the biblical
data with which we must reckon exegetically. The data
shows extensive intra-canonical links between Paul’s
own phrasing and the Septuagint Psalter. Further stud-
ies must press deeper into the interpretation of this
data. The presentation itself, however, demonstrates
Scripture’s riches to capture our imagination and to
help us sing praises to the Lord.s
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