Paradigm Academic Press -—
=

Art and Society -
ISSN 2709-9830 PARADIGM
JUN. 2026 VOL.5, NO.2

Worship Music: Its History, Distinction from CCM, and
Contemporary Challenges

Xinyi Li!
! Kyung Hee University, Gyeonggi-do 17104, Republic of Korea
Correspondence: Xinyi Li, Kyung Hee University, Gyeonggi-do 17104, Republic of Korea.

doi:10.63593/AS.2709-9830.2026.06.006

Abstract

Worship music occupies a significant position within contemporary Christian music as a distinct musical form
dedicated to liturgical services. Unlike Contemporary Christian Music (CCM), which embraces diverse popular
music styles for broader cultural engagement, worship music is primarily designed for congregational
participation within church settings, fostering an atmosphere of sacred encounter and communal devotion. This
paper provides a comprehensive historical examination of worship music, tracing its development from early
Christian liturgical practices through the medieval period, the Reformation, and into the modern era. Drawing on
historical and musicological scholarship, the paper analyzes the key distinctions between worship music and
CCM in terms of musical style, lyrical content, performance context, and target audience. Furthermore, it
examines contemporary challenges facing both genres, including commercialization, theological shallowness,
and the tension between maintaining religious sacredness and achieving popular accessibility. The paper argues
that while worship music and CCM share a common foundation in Christian faith, their differences in form,
function, and audience reflect broader tensions within contemporary religious music between tradition and
innovation, sacred and secular, and communal worship and individual consumption. Addressing these challenges
requires intentional efforts to enrich musical and lyrical depth while preserving the spiritual integrity of worship
practices.

Keywords: worship music, Contemporary Christian Music (CCM), liturgical music, reformation, congregational
participation, commercialization

1. Introduction

Worship music is specifically designed to serve liturgical services within the church, enabling believers to
immerse themselves in a sacred environment through lyrics, melody, and atmosphere, and to experience a
personal connection with God (Abraham, I., 2023). Through congregational singing, worship music unites
believers in collective self-reflection and spiritual elevation (Ingalls, M. M., 2018).

CCM, by contrast, represents a more diverse musical form incorporating pop, rock, and R&B. Extending beyond
traditional religious ritual, CCM communicates with broader audiences through stylistically diverse music,
becoming accessible church music in everyday life (Abraham, I., 2023). While transmitting core Christian
values, CCM also possesses entertainment value and popular appeal, attracting younger generations and
non-church audiences. Through contemporary and popular approaches, CCM has expanded the global influence
of Christian music.

This paper provides a comprehensive introduction to worship music and analyzes its differences from CCM in
lyrical content, usage contexts, and performance formats, exploring how they influence listeners’ spiritual lives.
Additionally, it examines challenges facing both genres—such as balancing religious sacredness with popular
accessibility—and how to better accommodate diverse cultures in the era of globalization.
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2. The Historical Development of Worship Music

Worship music, also known as praise and worship music, occupies an important position in religious music as a
musical form expressing worship and praise to God, and serves as a bond connecting believers with God. Its
development spans several centuries, undergoing evolution and innovation across multiple historical periods. It
not only maintains deep connections with Christian faith but also exerts profound influence on a global scale.

2.1 Origins: Early Christianity to the Medieval Period

The earliest origins of worship music can be traced back to the early Christian period from the first to the fifth
centuries. During this time, Christianity faced persecution under the Roman Empire, and Christian activities
were often conducted underground or in secret locations. As a result, early Christian worship activities largely
lacked formal music, and worship music primarily existed as part of choral singing and personal prayer, relying
on the reading of Scripture, prayer, and the singing of psalms. The Psalms of Jewish worship, expressed through
singing and chanting, are referenced in the New Testament with numerous exhortations for believers to praise
God through songs and music—for example, Ephesians 5:19 encourages believers to speak to one another “with
psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit.”

Entering the medieval period (fifth to fifteenth centuries), following the establishment of the Christian church as
the dominant force in Western European society, music gradually became more systematized. This was a critical
period for the development of church worship music. As ecclesiastical authority increasingly concentrated in the
hands of the Roman Pope and bishops, music became an indispensable part of church ritual, serving the
celebration of the Mass and the sacraments. The primary musical form of this period was Gregorian chant, one
of the most influential musical forms of the Middle Ages. Characterized by solemnity and simplicity, Gregorian
chant is a monophonic, unaccompanied Latin chant typically used in the Mass and other liturgical services. It
employs plainchant-smooth, flowing melodies sung in a steady manner-embodying the seriousness and piety of
religious ritual. Gregorian chant features free rhythm, following the natural melody of the text rather than a fixed
meter (Wilson-Dickson, A., 1992).

2.2 The Reformation and the Democratization of Worship Music

The next significant period was the Renaissance and Baroque era, following the Protestant Reformation. Martin
Luther proposed that “believers can communicate directly with God through singing” and promoted the use of
hymns. He firmly believed that all believers could praise God in their own language; consequently, German
hymns gradually replaced Latin chants, initiating a wave of localization of church language (Wilson-Dickson,
A., 1992).

One of Luther’s most important contributions to the future development of worship music was his insistence that
worship should no longer be the exclusive domain of clergy but should become an activity involving all
believers. This directly influenced the usage contexts and forms of worship music. For worship music, this
meant it was to be a music of the people—sung collectively by congregations (Ingalls, M. M., 2018). Luther’s
reforms diversified the formerly uniform performance format of church music.

Luther composed the classic hymn A4 Mighty Fortress Is Our God (1527-1529), drawing on Psalm 46.
Examining the musical score reveals the simplicity of its chords, rhythm, and melodic progression. By localizing
church music language and using simple, easily singable melodies, Luther directly influenced the development
of worship music, making church music more accessible to ordinary people (Wilson-Dickson, A., 1992). (see
Figure 1)
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A Mighty Fortress Is Our God
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Figure 1. Musical score of Martin Luther’s hymn A Mighty Fortress Is Our God

2.3 The Enlightenment to the Modern Era

Entering the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the style of worship music underwent significant changes. With
the arrival of the Enlightenment, musical development became increasingly diverse. The Enlightenment
emphasized reason, individual freedom, and universal education, which likewise led to participation in worship
music no longer being limited to clergy or professional musicians, but opening up to a broader community of
believers. Musical structures were no longer as complex as in the Baroque period; instead, they became simpler,
easier to teach, and more readily disseminated (Payne, L., 2024). This secularization of music meant that more
people could participate in church worship choir groups, and activities became more varied, including family
Bible studies, women’s or working professionals’ gatherings, and more.

3. Lyrical Content of Worship Music

The lyrical content of worship music includes praise, adoration, and thanksgiving to God, centering on the
redemption of Jesus Christ and the attributes of God. It narrates God’s greatness and glory, His love and grace,
the redemption and sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the believer’s dependence and trust, God’s holiness and justice, and
corporate worship and shared faith (Ingalls, M. M., 2018).

Taking the song How Great Is Our God as an example, the lyrical content primarily praises God’s greatness. The
central theme — “how great is our God” — is repeated throughout the song. The lyric “He wraps himself in
light” uses “light” as a symbol of God’s purity and holiness, representing the manifestation of God’s glory. “And
darkness tries to hide” suggests that God’s light cannot be obscured by darkness, reflecting God’s omnipotence
and omnipresence (Ng, S., 2022). The lyrics of this song extol God in a simple yet powerful manner, allowing
listeners to immediately grasp the central message. By emphasizing God’s greatness in the life of the universe,
the song guides believers to experience God’s majesty and holiness in worship, inspiring infinite reverence and
adoration. (see Figure 2)

55



ART AND SOCIETY JUN. 2026 VOL.5, NO.2

S SE= S sES -

let all the earth re-joice. He wraps Him -self in light,
Be-gin-ning and the End. The God = head, three in one,

=== = =rF d=pf

g ) g

and | dark - ness tries to hide: It trem-bles at His voice,
Fa - ther, Spir - it, Son, the Li-on and the Lamb,

s e t==rer

==

Chorus

=

is our God!

= r——

(R Pt ==

it trembles at His voice. How great
the Lion and the Lamb.

2 4 I er

Figure 2. Example of lyrical structure in contemporary worship music (e.g., “How Great Is Our God”)

4. Distinctions Between Worship Music and CCM

Having analyzed the lyrical content of worship music, we can further discuss the distinctions between worship
music and CCM. Although both are part of Christian music and centered on God, their styles, purposes, and
modes of expression differ. Worship music focuses more on helping believers draw near to God in collective
worship and express their reverence, while CCM typically incorporates more popular music elements to reach a
broader audience (Abraham, 1., 2023). I identify three primary areas of difference: musical style, usage context,
and target audience.

4.1 Musical Style

In terms of musical style, worship music features relatively simple melodies, harmonies, and rhythms, designed
to enable congregational participation and create a shared worship experience. A steady, even rhythm, simple and
memorable harmonic progressions, and accessible arrangements constitute the primary stylistic characteristics of
worship music. For CCM, however, musical structures are more complex, incorporating more contemporary
musical elements with richer and more varied melodic contours, rthythmic grooves, and arrangement structures
(Abraham, 1., 2023). CCM incorporates more entertainment-oriented elements that align with contemporary
trends and popular tastes. Representative artists and groups include MercyMe and Newsboys (Payne, L., 2024).

Regarding lyrical content, CCM is no longer limited to worship of God but also includes reflections on life’s
challenges and uncertainties, incorporating more personal emotion. For example, the song Cinderella by Steven
Curtis Chapman expresses a father’s genuine love for his daughter and his reluctance to see her grow up,
conveying complex emotions of joy, nostalgia, and letting go (Payne, L., 2024). This song resonates with the
emotions of many families and has become a classic CCM song. The ability to find relatable emotions within
various personal experiences and to feel and share them has become a hallmark of CCM. Compared to worship
of God, such lyrical content and emotion are more secularized, closer to everyday life, and easier to empathize
with—which is precisely why CCM has secured a place in the popular music landscape today.

4.2 Usage Context and Target Audience

In terms of usage context and target audience, worship music is primarily used in church worship services, often
performed as congregational singing in group settings (Ingalls, M. M., 2018). The emphasis is on involving
every believer in the activity, uniting them in shared experience. CCM, by contrast, is used in more diverse
contexts beyond the church, including personal listening, radio broadcasts, concerts, and other formats and
venues. As a form of culture and entertainment, CCM aims to convey values and touch personal emotions.
Although the themes of CCM songs remain related to Christian faith, they possess greater commercial and
popular appeal, and can be heard in cars, at family gatherings, in cafes, and elsewhere.

In terms of target audience, worship music primarily reaches Christian believers, especially those participating in
worship services, who often have high expectations for participatory singing. For CCM, the audience is not
limited to Christians but also includes many non-Christians who are drawn to themes of faith and positive
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energy. Because CCM songs often address emotions in everyday life — love, family, life’s struggles, and more
— they are particularly popular among contemporary youth, especially those facing life’s difficulties and
challenges, who can find spiritual comfort in the music (Fiske, J., 1989).

5. Contemporary Challenges and Future Directions

As worship music has developed globally, problems such as excessive commercialization, stylistic homogeneity,
and lack of lyrical depth have gradually appeared.

First, lyrical content often lacks depth. Many worship songs express simple, repetitive sentiments — “I love You,
Lord,” “You are our only One” — while neglecting the complex and profound intellectual content of religious
theology and its foundational doctrines. An excessive focus on personal emotional experience overlooks broader
social issues and the church’s missional calling (Sigmon, C. T., 2022).

Second, there is a tendency toward excessive commercialization. Worship music is increasingly treated as a
profit tool, with some music companies signing worship teams and over-packaging them, losing sight of worship
music’s original purpose (Payne, L., 2024).

Addressing these challenges requires innovation in both musical form and social engagement. First, musical
quality should be enhanced by incorporating traditional and local elements while deepening lyrical content to
balance theology and emotion. Second, social issues — such as environmental protection and public welfare —
should be integrated into songs, enabling worship music and CCM to become calls to social action (Miller, D. E.,
1997). Worship music can also reach society through charity concerts and religious cultural events, fostering
understanding of core Christian values and expanding Christianity’s global influence.

6. Conclusion

Through a comprehensive introduction to worship music and analysis of its differences from CCM, we can see
that although both are essentially centered on transmitting Christian faith, they differ in expressive form, target
audience, and usage context (Abraham, I., 2023). These differences not only enrich the expressive power of
Christian music but also provide the public with more choices. However, in the development of both genres,
issues such as commercial tendencies and musical homogenization have also emerged. For worship music and
CCM to better fulfill their roles in society and the church in the future, we must think more deeply about the
meaning of the music itself, innovating and adjusting while maintaining faith. Only in this way can worship
music and CCM develop in a balance between globalization and secularization, making greater contributions to
both the church and society.
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