Close-up scene on
the Standard of
Ur. A singer and
a man playing the
lyre are entertaining the king, who is
banqueting with his
friends (not shown).
Right: From
Thebes, Egypts,
restored wooden

harp with a
spade-shaped
sounding board.
Such harps were
in use in Egypt
from the time of
the Old Kingdom
(2700–2100 B.C.)
but this one probably dates from
the New Kingdom
(about 1300 B.C.).
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BSFL: Psalm 92:1-15

With

Harp &Lyre

Musical Instruments in the Old Testament

P

(PS. 92:1-4, HCSB)

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BRITISH MUSEUM/ LONDON (31/20/95)

SALM 92 IS “A SONG
for the Sabbath day,” the
day of gathered worship.
The Psalmist exhorted the
worshipers to express their thankfulness and praise, and—in verses 1
through 4— to do it musically. The
Israelites understood God both
ordained and enabled music. They
viewed music as coming from the
Lord and longed for their music to
return to Him as the fragrance of
the incense.
I will sing to the Lord all my
life;
I will sing praise to my God
while I live.
May my meditation be pleasing
to Him;
I will rejoice in the Lord.
(Ps. 104:33-34, HCSB)
Music was formational in the life,
work, and worship of the Israel community. Joshua and those he led used

music to topple the walls of Jericho
(Josh. 6). After the parting of the Red
Sea, Miriam took up her tambourine
and sang of the Lord’s rescue and
strength (Ex. 15). Saul’s life changed
at the Hill of God when he met
prophets accompanied by men playing
harps, tambourines, flutes, and lyres
(1 Sam. 10). Deborah and Barak sang
of God’s victory in battle (Judg. 5).
Psalm 92 encourages the worshipers to take up the harp and lyre in their
singing. Old Testament passages often
pair these two instruments, which had
wide usage in the ancient Near East.
(1 Kings 10:12; 1 Chron. 13:8; Pss. 81:2;
108:2; 150:3).
Lists of musical instruments
appear regularly in the

Old Testament narrative. The first
appears in Genesis 4:21, which introduces Jubal, “the father of all those who
play the harp and flute” (NKJV). Some
ensemble listings are small groups, like
Psalm 92—“with a ten-stringed harp
and the music of a lyre” (v. 3, HCSB).
Others are quite extensive. David’s
appointed orchestra of Levites included
harps, lyres, cymbals, trumpets, and
ram’s horn (1 Chron. 15:16–16:5).
Old Testament instruments fall into
three major categories—string, percussion, and wind. Though we have no original instruments through archeological
studies, we can look at pottery, drawings, and clay figures from the biblical
era in Israel and surrounding areas.
Stringed Instruments
Harp—The harp’s construction
resembled an archer’s bow.
Strings stretched across a
curved wooden frame or
across two pieces of
wood joined at
a right
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It is good to praise Yahweh,
to sing praise to Your name, Most High,
to declare Your faithful love in the morning
and Your faithfulness at night,
with a ten-stringed harp and the music of a lyre.
For You have made me rejoice, LORD,
by what You have done;
I will shout for joy
because of the works of Your hands.

By Becky

Lombard
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when playing instrumental pieces, but
used the plectrum (a pick made of
wood or bone) when accompanying
voices.2
Percussion Instruments
Bell—Bells were attached to the hem
of Aaron’s priestly robe. They signaled
his entrance into the holy of holies
(Ex. 28:33-35). The bells of biblical
times likely resembled small rattles
with a pellet or clapper. Archaeologists
have found many bells of that description, made of bronze, in sites in Israel.
Cymbal—Cymbals first appear in
Scripture during the time of David,
in the procession which moved the
ark to Jerusalem. They were the only
percussion instruments included in the
temple instruments that David specified (1 Chron. 15:16). David appointed Heman, Asaph, and Jeduthun to
sound the cymbals, a Levitical position of much distinction and privilege. Cymbals were probably used to
accompany singing with other instruments, to draw God’s attention to the
worshipers, and to signal the beginnings of singing in services of worship.
Made of bronze, the twin cymbals
were shaped like saucers. The centers
were pierced for finger rings made

of iron or wire. Questions remain as
to whether they were used horizontally or vertically. They were sounded by striking one against the other
or by touching their rims together.
Depending on the performance method, the sound of cymbals ranged from
light tinkling to a dull clash.3
Tambourine—The
tambourine
was probably a small hand-drum.
Archeologists think it probably did
not have the “jingles” attached like our
modern-day tambourine. In Scripture,
women often played this instrument
as they sang and danced with joy.
Many clay figures holding the small
hand-drum date from biblical time.4
Wind Instruments
Flute—Scholars have varied opinions
about the words that most English
Bibles translate as “flute.” Some use
the word “pipe” to describe the flute.
Early models were hollow reed pipes
with finger holes. With the larger ensembles of temple music, the
“pipe” used was probably a stronger
toned reed. These louder instruments probably consisted of two
pipes strung together creating a double-pipe, each fingered by a different hand. Bronze and clay artifacts
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BOB SCHATZ/ MUSEUM OF THE ANCIENT ORIENT, ISTANBUL (12/29/5)

angle. Each string sounded a single
pitch and was larger than the strings of
the lyre. According to the Talmud harp
strings were made with sheep intestines and sounded louder than those of
the lyre.
Lyre—The lyre was the most common stringed instrument of biblical times. Though today we typically think of David as a harpist, he
actually played a lyre. Its wooden
construction was typically a sound
box with two upright arms attached.
Strings stretched from a crosspiece
and spanned the arms to the soundbox. A fingerboard made it possible
for strings to play multiple pitches.1
The lyre was always an instrument of
joy. When the occasion for joy ceased,
the lyres were put away and remained
silent (Ps. 137:2). Prophets warned that
if the people continued in sin, they
would be punished and the lyre would
no longer be heard (Ezek. 26:13).
From the general region of the Holy
Land, drawings remain that show
Semitic people playing the lyre. One of
these drawings shows captives playing
the lyre under the eye of the Assyrian
guard. In this instance the players are
using their hands to play. Evidence
indicates people used their hands
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Left: Basalt relief
showing musicians
playing tambourines and lyres.
From the palace of
the Hittites’ King
Barrekup at ancient
Zinjirli -Sam'al (in
modern southeastern Turkey);
dates from the late
Hittite period, 8th
cent. B.C.
Top right: Clay
plaque depicting
a musician; from
Mesopotamia.
Music was a regular part of temple
rituals, burial ceremonies, and festival celebrations.
Individuals also
played music for
entertainment.

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ DAVID ROGERS (441/14)
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BRITISH MUSEUM/ LONDON (31/16/3)

from Israel and likely from the Old
Testament Era portray individuals
playing these instruments.5
Trumpet—Trumpets
of
Old
Testament times were fashioned of
straight tubes of metal with bellshaped ends. People used bronze
trumpets in secular settings and silver
ones for sacred occasions. Unlike our
modern day trumpets, these had no
valves. This limited to three or four
the number of tones that the instrument could sound. The sound they
emitted was probably not very lovely
but, in the minds of the people, it was
loud enough to bring the attention of
God in heaven down to man on earth.
Trumpet players generally performed in pairs or larger groups. In
2 Chronicles 5:12-13, when the Levites
brought the ark of the covenant into
the temple from the city of David,
priests blew 120 trumpets, joining singers, more trumpets, cymbals, and other
instruments. Only the priestly descendants of Aaron could play trumpets for
sacred occasions (Num. 10:8) and in
war (2 Chron. 13:12). Players sounded
trumpets for numerous events in Old
Testament life: to summon Israelites
to the tent of meeting, to signal to
Israelites to break camp, as a remembrance of God’s presence among His
people, to sound an alarm in warfare,
on holidays and at the beginning of the
new moon, over sacrifices and burnt
offerings, when the ark was moved

biblical instrument still in use today in
its original form.7
Musical instruments of the Old
Testament are many and varied. Our
understanding and knowledge of them
is also widely dispersed and varied.
Though we have no sound or musical notation from the era to narrow
our understanding, what we can piece
together is an understanding of the
character of the sound, the symbolism of the music as it sounded, and
something of the cultural setting in the
biblical world. Music, ordained and
enabled by God, truly was performed
to honor, defend, and please Him.
This information can bring so
much to the table for those of us who
are involved in musical worship in
the twenty-first century. We must be
concerned that our music arise from
our own cultural setting, yet maintain
a biblical character that is always heard
as a fragrant offering unto the Lord.
We can know that . . .

Below: Bronze
wheeled stand
dated to the 13th
or 12th centuries
B.C. Decorated
with scenes that
depict a seated
harp-player
approached by
a musician and a
serving boy; and
on the back, a
winged sphinx.
From Cyprus.

to Jerusalem, at the dedications of the
first and second temples, and to join
other instruments of praise.6
Shophar—English Bibles often
translate the Hebrew term “shophar”
as “trumpet” to refer to an instrument made from the ram’s horn. Some
scholars believe the significance of the
ram’s horn was rooted in the importance of the sacrificial ram that God
provided Abraham as he obediently
began to offer Isaac. It was the instrument that sounded from Mount Sinai.
The shophar was a ritual and warfare
trumpet. It was used to signal and give
commands, as well as sound alarm. It
was even thought to ward off evil and
avert catastrophe. When the Israelites
blasted the shophar and shouted, the
wall of Jericho tumbled. It is the only

It is good to praise Yahweh,
to sing praise to Your name,
Most High,
to declare Your faithful love
in the morning
and Your faithfulness at night,
with a ten-stringed harp
and the music of a lyre.
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