
WHY EVERY NATION MUSIC?
by Pastor Steve Murrell

HOW IT STARTED, WHERE IT’S HEADED, AND WHY IT’S SO IMPORTANT

In the months since our 2013 Every Nation GO conference in Orlando, my two top priorities 
have been 1) continuing to strengthen Every Nation Campus Ministries and 2) launching 
Every Nation Music. The first priority is a no-brainer — we will always work to improve our 
effectiveness on the university campuses. But Every Nation Music as a top priority? That 
might need some explanation.

At an Every Nation North American Leadership Team gathering three years ago, Russ Austin 
(then North American Regional Director) began to make the case for an expression of music 
unique to our movement. Kevin York, Executive Director of Every Nation Churches, and I were 
equally convinced — this was definitely NOT something we wanted to pursue. Way too much 
time, energy, and expense required.

But then Russ’s proposal began to make more sense.  Russ had pointed to a well-known 
phenomena about music and popular culture:

“People connect a particular song or style of music with memorable moments in their lives. 
It could the number one song on the chart from their freshman year in college, music from 
the 90s, or a sad country song they heard just after breaking up with someone. It could 
also be worship music from the moment they had an extraordinary experience with God. 
Connecting that experience with the words and sound of a particular song or style of music 
revives the memory and meaning of those moments.”

Read this before starting your assessment:



Most Christians know that the Protestant Reformation gained its momentum through the 
preaching and writings of theologians like Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Wycliffe, William 
Tyndale, and many others. What most don’t know, however, is that many of the reformers 
were also songwriters. Their songs sustained the idea of the Reformation as much as their 
writings and sermons and those of their successors.

These great figures of the English Awakening were more than just preachers; many were also 
prolific songwriters.

Think about the sustainability of Christianity’s greatest movements, those that have lasted 
for multiple generations. The English Awakening of the seventeenth century produced some 
of Christian history’s greatest preachers. Both the great John Wesley (1703-1791) and his 
brother Charles (1707-1788) became fantastically effective open-air preachers. However, 
these great figures of the Awakening were more than just preachers; many were also prolific 
songwriters.

— John Wesley wrote approximately 800 songs.

— Charles Wesley wrote 8,989, averaging ten lines of lyrics every day for over fifty years. His 
hymn “Oh for a Thousand Tongues to Sing” is one of my favorites.

— The great revivalist George Whitefield (1714–1770) wrote an entire collection of songs that 
“converted” tunes from bars, plays, and folk songs into worship music by simply substituting 
in powerful Christian lyrics.

— Jonathan Edwards is known as the father of the First Great Awakening in America. 
Edwards and songwriter, Isaac Watts (Alas and Did My Savior Bleed and When I Survey the 
Wondrous Cross), were on the forefront of efforts to introduce contemporary music into 
Puritan worship. Up until then, lyrics were exclusively from the Psalms, music was typically 
awful, and three-part harmony was considered scandalous.

SUSTAINING MOVEMENTS Music has always been associated with movements. Not satisfied 
with simply a “Top-Ten” list, Martin Luther (1483-1546) nailed his top Ninety-five complaints 
and theological propositions to the door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany. It was that 
posting in 1517 that went viral and became the Protestant Reformation. Very few protestant 
church members have actually read Luther’s Ninety-five Theses, but millions still sing A 
Mighty Fortress Is Our God. Many people know all the verses by heart.

Most of the music from Luther’s period is out of style for contemporary worship. However, 
the music and message of some Reformation era hymns are so powerful, they’ve 
transcended a dozen generations of worshippers. Songs like A Mighty Fortress Is Our God 
just won’t go away, and in fact, they’re being updated and adapted for today’s contemporary 
worship services.



— The Second Great Awakening in nineteenth-century America was characterized and 
perpetuated by the music of camp-meeting revivals.

— One hundred years ago, Salvation Army was known more for its street bands than for the 
preaching of William Booth.

—Billy Graham crusades are known by the music of George Beverly Shea and Ethel Waters.

More recently, the Vineyard Movement is known much more for its music than its preachers. 
But perhaps the best contemporary example is Brian Houston, pastor of Hillsong Church in 
Sydney, Australia. Brian’s message is distributed all over the world by Hillsong Music.

TRANSMITTER OF VISION AND THEOLOGY Christians pick up some bad ideas from catchy 
worship tunes with lyrics that are either painfully superficial or just theologically off the 
tracks. On the other hand, music that captures the message and the spirit of a movement 
has a way of deepening and perpetuating that movement. We need to learn the lessons of 
history. Without a corresponding music component, our message will not have the legs to 
carry it around the world and forward into succeeding generations.



THE NEXT WORSHIP MOVEMENT

by Malcolm Du Plessis

A Three-Part Blog Series on Decolonizing the Worship Movement

Join us in a blog series called “The Next Worship Movement.” This three-part series delves into 
the current state of the worship movement. Originally entitled “Decolonizing the Worship Move-
ment,” each blog petitions God’s worshippers to take a look at the whys behind our worship and 
challenges us to think of worship music beyond what is globally accepted.

PART 1
The Current State of Worship Music

WHAT IS BIBLICAL WORSHIP?

I. Worship is contextual as Jesus incarnates himself in us and therefore in our cultures. When 
the Israelites sang that the power of their God had resulted in the Egyptian cavalry being 
thrown into the Red Sea — after God had helped them pass through safely — it intensified 
their worship experience. Likewise today, it is powerful when we sing songs that are born out 
of God’s interventions in our current circumstances.

II. Worship is trans-cultural as Jesus transcends our cultures. (A heads up, as will be explained 
in the paragraphs ahead, “trans-cultural” does not mean “western” or “Anglo.”)

III. Worship is counter-cultural as Jesus challenges our cultures.

IV. Worship is cross-cultural as the gospel is relevant to all cultures. Even before the death of 
Jesus technically opened the way for every nation to participate in God’s redemptive plan, 
Isaiah prophesied as follows:

“Let no foreigner who is bound to the Lord say, ‘The Lord will surely exclude me from his 
people.’ … foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to minister to him, to love the name 
of the Lord, and to be his servants, … these I will bring to my holy mountain and give them 
joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for 
my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations.”



WHAT IS WORSHIP TODAY?

Sadly, the current trend is for worship songs to be exported from Anglo cultures to the rest 
of world. Globalization has infiltrated the church, and wherever you go in the world you are 
mostly going to hear adaptations of Anglo songs.

Sometimes worship songs are altered and sections are replaced or modified, not too 
dissimilar from how international food franchises adapt their core items from country to 
country.

Mostly songs are being imitated. When new songs are written in non-western contexts, they 
are being written in the prevailing western idiom, often performed with an uncomfortably 
forced American or British accent.

The net result of all of this is that worship songs are hardly ever indigenized anymore. There 
are less and less songs written in the style of a local culture. Therefore, there is not much 
opportunity for the genre to be internationalized.

In the Old Testament, worship was rooted in one culture and place and the operative 
word was “come.” In the New Testament, worship straddles many cultures and places, 
and the operative word should be “go.” Accordingly, I would like to build a case for the 
internationalization and the decolonization of worship music.

In order to do so, I will need to review the realities of spiritual colonization, spiritual 
imperialism, globalization, westernization, Anglicization and isomorphism. *Remember, I 
said that I was a prophetic processor, and that two thirds of my activity would be devoted 
to uprooting before building and planting. This is purposeful and pivotal to catalyzing new 
vision and, more importantly, new courage to fight for a new day.



APPEAL TO WORSHIPPERS

Not much lasts forever. The Bible tells us that there will be no more tears, pain, death, or 
mourning in heaven. Spiritual gifts will no longer be necessary. Neither will be ministry 
pursuits. Even marriage does not make it into the afterlife.

But the Bible lists a few things that will last into eternity: faith, hope, love, God’s kingdom 
rule, and God’s words. One of the surprises is language, national, cultural, and tribal identity 
are retained as per Revelation 7: “I looked again. I saw a huge crowd, too huge to count. 
Everyone was there – all nations and tribes, all races and languages.” The reason: the eternal 
retention of cultural identity testifies forever to the reach of the gospel into all nations and 
the faithfulness of God to give his son the nations as his inheritance.  

What more appropriate way to celebrate the completed mission of Christ than an eternal 
worship mash-up that fuses every culture, tribe, and language in a worship expression that 
celebrates the reach of the gospel into every nook and cranny of this world!

Therefore, what more appropriate medium to express our worship on earth, to intercede 
for the completion of the mission of Christ and to prophesy the ultimate proliferation of the 
gospel into every unreached people group, than a worship idiom that coalesces the sounds 
of believers from every culture, tribe, and language that this gospel has penetrated.

How wonderful if more of us could find a new resolve to fight for a place of dignity for the 
worship expressions of our respective cultures in the worldwide worship movement!



PART 2
The Medium is the Message

God has chosen to reveal himself by incarnating himself, firstly in his son, but now in us; in 
and through our feebleness, our humanness, our idiosyncrasies, our cultures, and our stories. 
One of the stories that we need to tell is that the gospel is relevant to every culture. May God 
help us to begin to tell that story in our worship songs.

Incarnation is basically “content meeting form.” The gospel is not an ethereal conceptual 
message. It is an enfleshed reality. We are not robotic copycats of a message. We are the 
message. Therefore form matters. Therefore our worship music should reflect our cultures 
and, potentially, the mishmash of cultures that have responded to the gospel. As Marshall 
McLuhan, the father of communications, put it: “the medium is the message.”

The million-dollar question is “what message is being told by the medium and culture of 
contemporary worship?” I would like to make a few observations:

(1) globalization, spiritual colonization, and isomorphism are acceptable and inevitable,

(2) celebrity and brand leveraging are legitimate catalyzing agents for the spread of the 
gospel, and

(3) high-tech production and fashion give us credibility.

Let’s look at these three observations in more detail:

(1) Firstly, I would like to propose that spiritual colonization has impoverished and not 
enriched kingdom life. Jesus sends us out to disciple nations. Somewhere in church history, 
discipling and colonizing the nations got a little blurred.

Colonization is the sending out of a group of settlers to a nation to establish control over 
it, leveraging God-given blessings for the interests of the sending agency, superimposing 
language and culture and other realities on the settlement, leaving behind a trail of 
sadnesses.

Modern day brand leveraging runs the same risks as colonization. An overly cultivated 
desire within a ministry community to influence the church worldwide with its homegrown 
resources can have consequences similar to colonialism. Bear in mind that the only people 
that upset Jesus enough for him to threaten with a whip were the “resourcing agents” that 
made it easy for worshipers to purchase their sacrifice animals on site. Jesus’ antidote to the 
enterprise of religion was summed up in his retort that his father’s house was meant to be 



a house of prayer for all nations. Just like John the Baptist had predicted in this comment, “he 
raised every valley and brought down every mountain and hill,” and created a level playing 
field where all had dignity and a vital role.

I would like to propose that the antidote to the current overly cultivated desire amongst a 
few ministries to “resource the church worldwide with their songs” is still the same today 
as it was in Jesus’ time — for us to be reminded that the house of God is international, 
a commonwealth of communities where each group has something valid and vital to 
contribute, notwithstanding “a song to share.”

Discipling is different from colonizing. It is less about influencing and more about serving. 
Yes, there are truths to be taught, but they are communicated in such a way that they can be 
absorbed via the local culture. When the bible is translated it is repurposed via local idiom. 
Discipling should not repeat the mistakes of the colonial missionary movement of days gone 
by. Servant-hearted ministry results in the blessing of the nations, just as was God’s original 
intent with Abraham.

Imagine a Christianity where every culture is represented with dignity. Imagine if our worship 
told a  story that could reach the gospel into every people group.

God’s way, in nature and in the kingdom, is cross-pollination. I pray this dynamic would 
become the way of the worship movement.

We can argue that the internet spawned globalization, making it easier for certain cultures to 
get the gospel out in new and creative ways. However, the converse is also true. The internet 
can also open the opportunity for a two-way exchange. This should be a priority-sensitivity 
in the kingdom. We should not be following the trend of the day. We should be emulating 
the dynamics of heaven where every culture and language has a place.



PART 3
Worship & Music Show Business

WORSHIP & CELEBRITY
. . . (2) Secondly, celebrity and brand leveraging are vogue and have taken us off course. 
The sadness is not that we have veered from the plot. The sadness is that we do not even 
know that this has happened. We are becoming a culture where leveraging opportunity is 
becoming the norm, including in the worship music arena.  

The kingdom is not about leveraging. It is the polar opposite. It’s about laying down 
our rights and our privileges. Jesus did not consider equality with God something to be 
leveraged, but he laid it all down — and that is what made him so attractive to us. It was not 
his power that made him so compelling. It was his humility.

Philippians 2:3-11. “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility 
value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the 
interests of the others. In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 
Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something 
to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature 
of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to death – even death on a cross. Therefore God 
exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 
every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Unfortunately, we live in a world where leveraging has become the norm, including in the 
church. May God be gracious to us!

WORSHIP CHIQUE

(3) Thirdly, high-tech production and fashion are redefining discipleship. How you are 
“attained,” in the Christian life, determines the ingredients necessary for you to be 
“maintained.”

Statistics are not on our side at this point in history. It is becoming increasingly unlikely that a 
Christ follower, who came to faith in a production culture, will be able to endure the difficult 
seasons in his or her Christian walk without continued sensational presentations to keep 
them going. For the most part, the rules of production and discipleship are incompatible. 
The one requires that you die daily and that you live vulnerably. The other insists on 24/7 



positivity and the appearance of success. Just like with show business, the ministry business 
can be driven by outward displays that are not necessarily accurate nor believable.

2 Corinthians 4:7-11. “If you only look at us, you might well miss the brightness. We carry 
this precious message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordinary lives. That’s to 
prevent anyone from confusing God’s incomparable power with us. As it is, there’s not much 
chance of that. You know for yourselves that we’re not much to look at (Fashion). We’ve been 
surrounded and battered by troubles, but we’re not demoralized; we’re not sure what to do, 
but we know that God knows what to do; we’ve been spiritually terrorized, but God hasn’t 
left our side; we’ve been thrown down, but we haven’t broken. What they did to Jesus, they 
do to us—trial and torture, mockery and murder; what Jesus did among them, he does in 
us—he lives! Our lives are at constant risk for Jesus’ sake, which makes Jesus’ life all the more 
evident in us.”

FINAL APPEAL

Once again, imagining worship music through the lens of the cultures of the world has the 
potential to give us a huge, big, and helpful chiropractic adjustment.

I am hoping that these thoughts help give birth to a new vision for the decolonization of our 
contemporary worship movement.

As we near the end of this age, we are experiencing an increased hostility and mistrust 
between the cultures of this world. How amazing it would be if we were able to develop a 
prophetic worship culture in the church that included multitudinous cultures and languages. 
I saw how this fostered healing in my native South Africa. I am convinced it could make a 
huge impact globally.



GOD WANTS TO GIVE YOU A PLATFORM
by Justin Gray

Ok….now that I have your attention, let’s clarify the statement I made in the title of this post. 
God absolutely wants to give you a platform, BUT not at the expense of His glorious purpose.

LESSONS IN A CHOIR ROBE When I first moved to Nashville as an aspiring songwriter/
producer, nothing motivated me more than the thought of having a platform for my music. 
I dreamed about it, talked about it with friends, stayed up late, and rose early in hopes to 
“outwork” the next music guy. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to share this platform with others; I 
just didn’t want someone else to take MY spot.

As a disclaimer, I genuinely love music and enjoy being creative. So I would write songs 
and make music even if no one ever heard them. But if I’m being honest, I loved the idea 
of people celebrating what I created even more than the process of creating it. Oh yeah, 
and I loved the idea of notoriety, money, and everything that comes along with celebrated 
creativity.

Shortly after arriving in Nashville, I connected with our Every Nation church and was 
approached by one of our pastors to join a discipleship group. I reluctantly agreed and 
began to meet with him and my roommates at an ungodly hour of the morning. During one 
of our meetings, the pastor suggested that we all join the choir since we were musicians.

I remember thinking to myself: “That is the most ridiculous suggestion I’ve ever heard. There’s 
no way I’m wearing a choir robe in front of 1,000 people I don’t know.”

It was definitely not the platform I was looking for.

After months of dodging the worship pastor and ignoring the request of my discipleship 
group leader, I gave up and finally joined the choir. I served there for a number of years and 
found that God was slowly changing my concept of what a “platform” was.

Remember, God wants to give you a platform.

I got married a couple years later and started a family. At this point, music had taken a back 
seat to making disciples, developing leaders, and being a good husband and father. I had 
officially sacrificed my musical dreams for the sake of family life and ministry. I came to grips 
with the fact that maybe my songs would never be heard. It hurt me, but I knew my soul was 
better for it.



One day, I got a call from my best friend who was working as a songwriter in Los Angeles, 
California. He shared with me that he was working on a project for a big gospel music artist 
but they were struggling to find “one more song.” It just so happened that I had started 
writing something that morning so I sent him what I had and didn’t think much about it.

Several months later, he delivered the news that it made the cut. Our song would be on the 
album. I couldn’t believe it…the biggest recording of my career, and it only took ten years 
and thousands of work hours and utter humiliation in a choir robe for it to happen.

Since then, I’ve been blessed to contribute to several other commercially released projects 
many of which have completely taken me by surprise.

TAKEAWAY? HERE’S WHAT I LEARNED: God wants to give you a platform, but only if you are 
willing to surrender yours.

In Mark 10:17-27, Jesus has a conversation with a rich young guy about the greatest platform 
— eternity. Here’s what Jesus said to him in verse 21, “You lack one thing: go, sell all that you 
have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” In 
other words, “get rid of your platform, and I will give you mine.” What Jesus said was simple 
but not easy. Unfortunately, this guy was unwilling to give up his empire.

As musicians, we should continue to write songs and be creative. We should seek to be 
innovative and inspired in what we do. We should continue to push the boundaries of what 
is creatively possible. But we must do it all to the glory of God.

The greatest platform any of us could possibly attain will be the one upon which we stand 
and hear God say, “Well done.”


