
 

What Was the Religious Role of Music in the Life and Times of David? 
 

An Old Testament KnoWhy1 relating to the reading assignment for Gospel Doctrine 
Lesson 22: “The Lord Looketh on the Heart” (1 Samuel 9-11; 13; 15-17) (JBOTL22A) 

 

 
Figure 1. Lyrist from the tomb-painting of Khnumhotep II, Beni-Hasan, Egypt. Twelfth 

Dynasty, ca. 1900 BCE2 
 

Question: What was the religious role of music in the life and times of David? 
 

Summary: From the earliest times, music has played a central role in religion. The book 
of Samuel is a good example. Before Saul became king, music enabled the Spirit of the 
Lord to come upon him in the company of prophets;3 later, in Saul’s misery, David’s 
harp — or, more accurately, lyre (Hebrew kinnôr4) — invited the Spirit into his palace 
once more.5 Later, in likeness of other nations in the ancient Near East, music and dance 
became an inseparable part of the institution of kingship in Israel.6 The Psalms, in a 
tradition that stretches back to David, contain some of the most significant prophecies of 
scripture and became the backbone of temple liturgy.7 In this article, we will explore all 
these themes and will finish with examples of how the combination of inspired singing 
and playing continue as important mainstays of the religious life of the Saints today. 
  



 

The Know 
 
Music, and the lyre in particular, is credited in the Bible “with the ability to enable 
communication between the spiritual and natural worlds.”8 The biblical usage of 
musical instruments is attributed to Jubal, a descendant of Cain, who is described as the 
ancestor of all who play “the lyre and the pipe.”9 According to Hugh Nibley, Jubal’s 
name is the source of our word “jubilee,” and “means ‘to sing, to rejoice, to jubilate’ and 
the like.”10 So important were Jubal’s musical gifts, that they were included in a short 
list of essential components of city life: “animal husbandry (Jabal11), arts (Jubal12), 
craftsmanship (Tubal-Cain13), and, it appears, law”14 — all four being seen in concert 
with the unfortunate rise of “secret combinations” in the book of Moses (Lamech15). 
 
Consistent with these harbingers in the first few chapters of Genesis, Jewish and Muslim 
sources often described musical developments during the patriarchal age in negative 
terms. For example, The Sethites and the Cainites (from the second temple period) 
speaks of these innovators as “evil and disorderly” men who, at the direction of the 
“Malicious One,” discovered “false music and dances and musical instruments.”16 The 
music that “led them into confusion” is said to have had a “prominent role … in the 
seduction of the Sethite men by the Cainite women.”17 The medieval Jewish scholar 
Rashi asserts that Jubal used these instruments “ to play music for idolatry.”18 
 

 
Figure 2. “Harp treaty.” Drawing based on an unprovenanced Mesopotamian cylinder 

seal, ca. fourteenth century BCE19 
 
The objections in Jewish tradition to the combination of certain forms of music and 
worship would have been a natural reaction to the pagan religious practices of Israel’s 
neighbors. For example, in some parts of the ancient Near East, the “divine lyre,”20 with 
a history traceable to ca. 3000 BCE, was sometimes considered a minor deity itself, and 
received “offerings of animal sacrifice, spices, oil, fruit, or jewelry.”21 In addition, 
solemn oaths were sometimes taken on one or more musical instruments. For example, 
the figure shown above has been interpreted as a “treaty agreement; a king shakes hands 
with a smaller figure, presumably a client ruler, behind whom a musician, of equal 
stature to the king, plays an upright harp. Presumably the music somehow served to 
bind the agreement.”22 
 



 

Despite the critical stance of some strands of Jewish tradition, the books of Samuel, 
Kings, Chronicles, and Psalms speak to the important and positive roles of music. This 
article will examine the following episodes and subjects: 
 

• Saul among the prophets — and their music; 
• David plays the lyre before Saul; 
• David and the Psalms; 
• The women of Israel praise David in song; 
• David dances before the Lord; 
• Music and the institution of kingship; 
• Musical management in the temple of Solomon. 

 

 
Figure 3. Tissot: Saul prophesies among the prophets 

 
Saul among the prophets — and their music. In the Book of Mormon, Mosiah’s 
predictions of the likely abuses of the institution of kingship are accepted by most of the 
people even though the reigns of Mosiah and his father Benjamin had been successful in 
every measure. In place of kingship, a system of judges was created whereby leaders 
were to rule according to God’s law rather than man’s whim.23 
 
In 1 Samuel 8-9, it is precisely the opposite story. The people pressed for a king to 
replace the system of judges and, despite strong prophetic warnings from Samuel24 and 
the Lord’s (consoling?) words to him that “they have not rejected thee, but they have 
rejected me,”25 the voice of the people prevailed and Samuel was directed to anoint Saul 
as king. 
 



 

Saul’s name (meaning “the requested one”) ironically reflects the fact that in their 
request for a king Israel got exactly what they asked for — at first for good and later for 
ill. In retrospect, Saul’s rule seems “doomed from the beginning. … [His] kingship is 
characterized by wrong turns and misperceptions.” He “must meander about, looking 
for lost she-asses, until he is ‘found’26 — and even then he is only anointed after being 
brought out from having ‘hidden himself among the gear.’27 Such a beginning[, though 
it might be viewed mistakenly at first blush as a hopeful augur of humility,] is hardly 
auspicious. On the other hand, he is physically imposing and a great warrior, and even, 
to the surprise of his people, can at times be seized by the spirit of God ‘like-a-
prophet.’”28 
 
The encounter of Saul with the company of prophets can be compared with “the story 
told in Numbers about Yahweh coming down to talk with Moses and seventy elders, and 
to put on the seventy some of the spirit that was already on Moses.29 When this 
happened, the elders ‘prophesied’”30 —the same Hebrew verb is used with respect to 
the company of prophets described in 1 Samuel 10:10. 
 

 
Figure 4. Philistine cult stand in terra cotta from Ashdod decorated with five figures, 
four of which appear to be playing musical instruments: “cymbals, double pipe, lyre, 

and tambourine,” 11th-10th century BCE31 
 
Prior to his first meeting with the company of prophets, “God gave [Saul] another 
heart,”32 enabling the “spirit of God [to come] upon him” (temporarily at least) so that 
he could prophesy among them.33 They came down, as Samuel had predicted, “from the 
high place with a psaltery, and a tabret, and a pipe, and a harp, before them.”34 
Although the text does not elaborate further, the detail at least helps us understand that 
music was understood to be an important accompaniment to prophecy. The reference 
also anticipates the Spirit-filled words that David will sing later as he plays his harp 
before Saul.35 
 



 

David plays the lyre before Saul. As Saul repeatedly defies the instructions of 
Samuel and the law of the Lord, the Spirit withdraws from him.36 The Lord tells Samuel 
that he must seek out a new king and anoint him secretly.37 The same Spirit that has 
left Saul will now fall upon David. 
 

 
Figure 5. Samuel anoints David. Dura Europos Synagogue, ca. AD 254 

 
Anointing, followed by an outpouring of the Spirit, is documented as part of the rites of 
kingship in ancient Israel.38 For example, Isaiah attributes the presence of the Spirit of 
the Lord to a prior messianic anointing — the anointing oil, like divine breath at 
Creation, being a symbol of new life: “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because 
the Lord hath anointed me.”39 Note that it was immediately after Samuel anointed 
David that “the Spirit of the Lord came upon David from that day forward.”40 
 



 

 
Figure 6. Rembrandt: David playing before Saul, 1658-1659. 

 
With this discussion as background we can better understand the story of David’s 
beneficial employ of music to dispel the evil spirit that plagued Saul.41 An ancient 
reader of the story would have recoiled in disgust at a trivialized description of David’s 
practice of a divine art as “music therapy.”42 The view of the Bible is that the 
effectiveness of the music was not due primarily to David’s diligent hours of mastering 
musical technique in the field as a shepherd, but rather to the God who infused the 
songs with spiritual power as a gift to His faithful servant. As Saul ultimately came to 
know, David’s most important qualifications as a “cunning player”43 — and later as a 
rival for the throne — were not derived from his inherent talents, but rather “because 
the Lord was with him.”44 
 
Through the Spirit of the Lord, David was enabled to sing the word of the Lord, and the 
prominence of the lyre in his biography alludes to “an older situation in which the 
instrument contributed … to the process, as a divine mouthpiece,”45 the second witness 
in a revelatory duet performed by “holy hymning”46 and musical accompaniment. 
 



 

 
Figure 7. Gerard van Honthorst: King David playing the harp 

 
David and the Psalms. The Psalms, many of which are traditionally ascribed to David 
and Solomon, include some of the richest prophecies and expositions of temple themes 
in scripture.47 Although we typically read them aloud today in the same fashion as we 
read other passages of scripture, in fact they are written as lyrics for musical 
performances where human and instrumental voices were to be inseparably blended, 
thus providing a potent echo of the divine Voice. 
 
According to John Curtis Franklin, the Psalms offer “several striking expressions”48 of 
the relationship between music and prophecy. For example, in Psalm 49, the singer 
discloses his “prophetic process” in saying: “I will open my dark saying [māšāl = 
parable] upon the harp.”49 Franklin argues that the “I” in this and related verses refers 
to God, implying that the Lord Himself speaks through the voices of the singer and the 
lyre: 
 

The emphasis would be less on the psalmodist using the lyre and its music to 
communicate with Yahweh, than on Yahweh placing his message into the lyre, from 
which the singer must attempt to extract it. In doing so, however, Yahweh himself 
becomes a kind of lyrist, so that the human lyre-prophet is attempting to replicate 
the song and message that God has devised for him. 

 



 

This is precisely the context of prophetic passages in the Bible50 and the Doctrine and 
Covenants51 where the faithful are seen in future scenes as singing a “new song.” The 
emphasis on the “newness” of the song is not to signal to eager ears that tired, old songs 
are being put aside in favor of more refreshingly relevant ones.52 Rather, the song is 
“new” because it is being newly revealed through the Spirit as it is being voiced; it is 
“new” because the singing is freshly spoken from the mouth of God through His 
servants, whether or not the words have been sung previously.53 
 

 
Figure 8. Jonathan invests David with his princely garments and weapons 

 
The women of Israel praise David in song. In contrast to the growing hatred and 
resentment of Saul, David attracts the love of the court and the nation.54 The universal 
response to his exceptional qualities is symbolized by the loyalty he garners even among 
two key members of the royal family: Michal, Saul’s daughter, and Jonathan, Saul’s heir. 
 
Jonathan and David go so far as to make a mutual covenant,55 “a formal agreement of 
friendship and mutual loyalty.”56 The tendency to read their friendship as homoerotic 
fails to recognize such pacts as a common feature in “a warrior society, in which male 
bonding has always been central. A further possibility is that the relationship is playing 
an ironic role in the text: the person about whom each cares the most is the one with 
whom he has the greatest potential political conflict.”57 Reinforcing this irony is 
Jonathan’s conferral of garments and arms on David, a gesture emblematic of royal 
investiture in the ancient world.58 Jonathan’s gifts constitute at least a symbolic, if not 
formal, transfer of “his claim on Saul’s throne to David.”59 
 



 

 
Figure 9. Tissot: David’s return 

 
Whereas Jonathan recognizes David’s honors as rightfully deserved, his military exploits 
only serve to stoke the jealousy and murderous rage of Saul.60 Particularly galling was 
the praise of the women in “singing and dancing, … with tabrets, with joy, and with 
instruments of musick”61 after David’s victory over the Philistines. The words of their 
antiphonal chorus explicitly highlighted the difference in popular perception between 
the increasingly unstable king and the rising young hero: “Saul hath slain his thousands, 
and David his ten thousands”:62 
 

And Saul was very wroth, and the saying displeased him; and he said, They have 
ascribed unto David ten thousands, and to me they have ascribed but thousands: 
and what can he have more but the kingdom? 

 



 

 
Figure 10. Tissot: David dances before the Lord 

 
David dances before the Lord. Ironically, Saul was figuratively “among the 
prophets”63 once again when he correctly predicted David’s rise and his own downfall. 
The praise of “all cities of Israel”64 that were heaped upon David at this earlier incident 
anticipated David’s later triumphal entry into Jerusalem with the Ark of the Covenant as 
both a king and priest.65 This second time the focus was not the women but rather on 
David himself, who danced with memorable exuberance.66 The scriptural description — 
that “David danced before the Lord with all his might”67 — epitomizes the same spirit of 
single-minded, wholehearted consecration to the service of God that is enjoined in 
Deuteronomy 6:5.68 
 
Franklin correctly observes that “the massive musical procession, with its jubilant 
atmosphere, is clearly a sort of victory march.”69 But, of course, the religious meaning 
of the event is much deeper than a mere military parade — ancient readers would have 
recognized the sacred ritual pattern in such events, which typically were reenacted each 
year in surrounding cultures: 
 

A ceremony typical of ancient Near Eastern rituals in which the statue of the national 
god (to which the Ark corresponds in Israel’s aniconic religion [i.e., a religion that 
rejects physical representations of deity]) is introduced to a newly built or newly 
captured royal city. In a ceremonial march the god is borne into the city, with 
numerous sacrifices along the way,70 and installed in the sanctuary,71 followed by 
the distribution of food and drink to the populace.72 … For every six paces the Ark 
bearers advance David sacrifices an ox and a fatling (i.e., “a fatted ox”), progressively 
sanctifying the City of David so that it will be ritually suitable to house the Ark. 

 



 

Franklin describes the musical aspects of what he described as “the most magnificent 
knr [lyre] performance on record”:73 
 

After David consulted with the country’s leading men, and drew up the new musical 
groups of string-players, cymbalists, frame-drummers, and trumpeters, “the whole 
people” — some seventy thousand in the LXX [i.e., the Septuagint, an ancient Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Bible] — “came together as they had planned.” The 
expression suggests a staged crowd as much as a spontaneous popular movement. 
The Ark was borne out on a river of sound. 

 

 
Figure 11. Tissot: Michal despises David. 

 
The one sad down-note in the entire spectacle was the complaint of Michal, David’s wife 
and Saul’s daughter. Refraining from the festivities, she looked down at the ceremony 
from a distance through a window, highly offended. To her, David’s dancing was both 
indecently indecorous and personally humiliating. However, David was doing no more 
than what was expected and required of a king in this setting. As V. Philips Long 
observed:74 
 

Michal’s criticism of David shows a fundamental misunderstanding of the 
requirements of Israelite kingship and effectively seals the fate of the house of 
Saul.75 David’s humbling himself before Yahweh not only comports nicely with the 
consistent emphasis in 1-2 Samuel on the honor of Yahweh, but it also finds at least 
general analogy in Mesopotamian ritual texts. … Following his humiliation, the king 
is “reinvested with the symbols of office, is crowned, and is extolled with praises and 
wishes for a long reign.” 

 
Probing deeper than the surface tension in the relationship between David and Michal 
as a couple,76 Franklin reveals Michal’s complaint and David’s reply as a sign that the 
rift in the two royal families has become irreconcilable:77 
 



 

Why does Michal react so strongly against this performance? … Clearly he is putting 
on a mantle of kingship, publicly demonstrating divine favor while simultaneously 
seeking to secure it. … The popular nature of David’s rite is clear: it is repeatedly 
stressed that “all the people” are present (with “every kind of local song”). In 
gratifying the crowd to this extent, David goes far beyond any royal display credited 
to Saul, and thereby shows himself to be “more kingly.” 
 
It is therefore appropriate and revealing that it is Michal, the last vital link between 
David and her deposed father, who objects to these novel royal antics. David, in his 
rejoinder, takes up the implied contrast with Saul, and asserts that the performance 
is divinely-approved and his royal prerogative: “It was before the Lord, who chose 
me in place of your father and all his household, to appoint me as prince over Israel, 
the people of the Lord, that I have danced before the Lord.”78 

 
The chapter closes with this terse summary of the results of the exchange between David 
and Michal: “Therefore Michal the daughter of Saul had no child unto the day of her 
death.”79 According to P. Kyle McCarter, the principal purpose of this episode was to 
“explain Michal’s childlessness and to show that the blood of the house of Saul was 
never mixed with that of the house of David.”80 
 

 
Figure 12. Detail from ‘Sea Peoples’ reliefs, Medinet Habu, reign of Ramses III (ca. 

1184–1152 BCE)81 
 
Music and the institution of kingship. In the ancient Near East, being an inspired 
lyrist was “considered a royal virtue.”82 The surprising number of incidents outlined 
above where the presence of the lyre is assigned a prominent part in David’s ascent from 
shepherd boy to king demonstrate its use as “a pivotal narratological device.”83 In 
addition, however, it reflects “the instrument’s more ancient potency in the royal cults of 
the wider region.”84 According to Franklin, one of the themes of the book of Samuel 
that would have been recognized by both the Israelites and their neighbors is that 
“David is not merely a king who happens to play the kinnōr. He is king in large part 
because he plays it, incomparably well.”85 
 



 

During the acting and regular re-enacting of ceremonies conferring divine authority and 
popular acclaim upon the king, music not only accompanied scenes of triumphal entry 
and ritual humiliation, but also the culminating rites of the transfer of power. Indeed, 
Franklin sees hints that the terms for “song” and “power” could be equated in certain 
contexts.86 
 
The concept of a ritual journey that conveyed the rights of kingship were shared to a 
greater or lesser degree throughout the ancient Near East. John Walton observes that 
“the ideology of the temple is not noticeably different in Israel than it is in the ancient 
Near East. The difference is in the God, not in the way the temple functions in relation 
to the God.”87 In addition, Nicolas Wyatt summarizes a wide range of evidence 
indicating “a broad continuity of culture throughout the Levant”88 wherein the 
candidate for kingship underwent a ritual journey intended to confer a divine status as a 
son of God89 and allowing him “ex officio, direct access to the gods. All other priests 
were strictly deputies.”90 
 
Scholars have long debated the meaning of scattered fragments of rituals of sacral 
kingship in the Old Testament, especially in the Psalms, but over time have increasingly 
found evidence of parallels with Mesopotamian investiture traditions.91 In this regard, 
one of the most significant of these is Psalm 110, an unquestionably royal and — for 
Christians — messianic passage:92 
 

1 A word of the Lord for my lord: Sit at my right hand, 
 till I make your enemies a stool for your feet 
2 The Lord shall extend the sceptre of your power from Zion, 
 so that you rule in the midst of your enemies. 
3 Royal grace is with you on this day of your birth, 
 in holy majesty from the womb of the dawn; 
 upon you is the dew of your new life. 
4 The Lord has sworn and will not go back: 
 You are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek. 
5 The Lord at your right hand 
 will smite down kings in the day of his wrath. 
6 In full majesty he will judge among the nations, 
 smiting heads across the wide earth. 
7 He who drinks from the brook by the way 
 shall therefore lift high his head. 

 
John Eaton discusses the import of these verses and explains that they formed part 
of:93 
 

… the ceremonies enacting the installation of the Davidic king in Jerusalem. The 
prophetic singer announces two oracles of the Lord for the new king (vv. 1, 4) and 
fills them out with less direct prophecy (vv. 2-3, 5-7). Items of enthronement 
ceremonial seem reflected: ascension to the throne, bestowal of the sceptre, 
anointing and baptism signifying new birth as the Lord’s son (v. 394), appointment 
to royal priesthood,95 symbolic defeat of foes, the drink of life-giving water. As [in 



 

Psalms] 2, 18, 89, [and] 101, the rites may have involved a sacred drama and been 
repeated in commemorations, perhaps annually in conjunction with the celebration 
of God’s kingship, for which the Davidic ruler was chief “servant.” 

 
Franklin argues that parallels from similar ceremonies in the ancient Near East make 
the events reported in 1 Samuel “perfectly plausible as an historical event [that might] 
amount to, and/or [be] derived from, a descriptive ritual”96 associated with the 
Jerusalem temple. He further argues, on these and other grounds, for “a near 
contemporary date”97 for the composition of 1 Samuel’s account of the Davidic ritual. 
This would also “provide an attractive practical explanation for why the ritual actions of 
Solomon and Hezekiah share three structuring elements with those of David”:98 
 

All three rituals include seven … song-acts governing the establishment, building, or 
maintenance of the cult center. The continuity between these events is made explicit. 
Solomon’s completion of the Temple is seen as the fruition of David’s own vision; the 
Levites minister “with instruments for music … that King David had made for giving 
thanks to the Lord.”99 Hezekiah’s musicians were stationed, says the Chronicler, 
“according to the commandment of David.”100 

 

 
Figure 13. Temple choir and orchestra 

 
Musical management in the temple of Solomon. According to Franklin, biblical 
accounts of musical management in the temple of Solomon seem to have been “built 
upon an historical core.”101 We quote directly from his comparative summary of the 
situation: 
 



 

A major state needed a system for the training and management of musicians. 
Traditionally the sacred musical groups were inaugurated by David to accompany 
the Ark’s removal to Jerusalem, and were perpetuated in service before the 
Tabernacle at its new home. The ‘singers’ were divided into ‘families’ by specific 
instruments: the major groups were strings (kinnōr, nēbel), cymbals (m ṣiltayīm), 
and trumpets (shofar).102 … 
 
Here I would emphasize that the … make-up [of the musical ensemble of prophets 
that Saul met at Gibeath-elohim — nēbel, frame-drum (tof), pipes (ḥalil), and kinnor 
—] is not dissimilar to what David’s musical “families” will offer, and which one must 
posit for [Israel’s neighbors at] Ugarit. This array has been called a “[Syro-Levantine] 
(temple) orchestra.” … 
 
David’s full musical establishment is said to have been under the management of a 
certain Chenaniah who “was to direct the music, for he understood it.”103 The exact 
interpretation of his position vis-à-vis the Levitical guilds remains controversial; but 
some definite musical function is likely given the Septuagint’s [designation of him 
as] “Leader of the Singers.” While it is elsewhere stated that he and his sons were 
“officials and judges” outside the Temple, this actually resembles the Chief Singer of 
such Old Babylonian states as Mari, whose duties were not exclusively musical, but 
comprised important civic functions. David himself, in the court of Saul (ca. 1025–
1005), had occupied a comparable position. There was not yet an elaborate musical 
bureaucracy for him to preside over, but he was evidently a royal singer and 
confidant of the king — at least initially. … 
 
David was also remembered as building instruments and instructing the Levites in 
their use. One recalls the royal order for instruments, including the kinnāru, at Mari. 
Solomon too is called an instrument-builder. Josephus preserves an extra-Biblical 
tradition in his vivid portrait of forty thousand lyres (knr and nbl) made of precious 
woods, stones, and electrum, commissioned for the Levites to sing the Lord’s praises. 
… There is plenty of comparative material to show that the musical organization 
credited to the First Temple by tradition is inherently plausible, even if the precise 
numbers and divisions are open to question. Given the royal ambitions of David and 
Solomon, it is hard to believe that Yahweh would have lacked the sophisticated 
honors paid to Baal and other gods in the temples of their peers. 

 
 



 

 
Figure 15. Distribution of Iron Age Lyres in the ancient Near East104 

 
The Why 

 
Some modern musicologists and instrument makers have tried to re-create David’s lyre. 
They have taken their inspiration about its shape from a variety of sources, including a 
stone-age wall carving of a female lyre-player found at Megiddo,105 a seventh-century 
seal depicting a lyre,106 and even the shape of the Sea of Galilee — sometimes known in 
the Bible as “Chinnereth.”107 They have varied the number of strings from a small 
number up to twenty-two. This latter configuration allows each letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet to be represented musically, permitting exceptionally perceptive listeners to 
discern words in the notes of the music as it is played. 
 
However, readers should be wary of the overconfident claims by some of the “return of 
David’s harp”108 in these re-creations. It is highly doubtful that the shape, string 
configuration, and tuning of David’s lyre will ever be determined definitively. For one 
thing, there is a rich variety of ancient prototypes produced through continuing 
innovation from the Bronze Age onward. For another thing, since Davidic lyres were 
part of the furniture of the First Temple it seems that they were subject to the same sort 
of prohibitions on artistic representation that limits our understanding of the 
appearance of similar sacred artifacts from that time period. 
 
That said, it should not be forgotten that the spiritual power of David’s music was not 
due to the particular characteristics of his instrument or his talents as a singer and 
player, but rather to the fact that “the Lord was with him.”109 
 



 

Fortunately, such musicians still bless the lives of the Saints in modern times. William 
Pitt’s Brass Band lifted spirits in Nauvoo and on the pioneer trail, and later performed at 
the laying of the cornerstone for the Salt Lake Temple.110 The Mormon Tabernacle Choir 
was formed soon after the Saints entered the Valley and, frequently accompanied by the 
Orchestra at Temple Square, performs in significant musical events around the world, 
both secular and sacred.111 At the recent celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the 
revelation on the priesthood, church members thrilled to the sound and spirit of Gladys 
Knight’s “Be One Choir.”112 
 
On the local level, the Church continues to encourage the learning and playing of piano 
and organ music both in areas with long-established congregations as well as in places 
where the faith is newly emerging. “State officials … brag about Utah's top standing in a 
statistical category so obscure that other states somehow fail to mention it: Pianos per 
capita,” making the area what the Los Angeles Times called “a piano peddler 
paradise.”113 When missionary work began in Africa, the Church organized a corps of 
piano teachers to follow in the footsteps of the missionaries, while simultaneously 
seeking to embrace local musical traditions in a sensitive and appropriate manner.114 
 

 
Figure 16. Tamara Oswald 

 
The most well-known harp player among the Latter-day Saints today is Tamara Oswald, 
who is the principal harp with the Orchestra at Temple Square. In partnership with 
Jeannine Goeckeritz, principal flute with the Orchestra, she performs widely as part of 
the Oswald Goeckeritz Duo.115 
 



 

Playing a modern harp is an incredibly challenging mental and physical task that 
requires both extreme forms of daily diligence and years of experience. Just tuning the 
instrument’s many strings, let alone playing them, is a labor of love. One of many 
demonstrations that “the Lord [is] with [Tamara]”116 occurred a few years ago, as was 
reported by local news outlets:117 
 

The beautiful sound of the harp orchestrates Tamara Oswald's life, but the music 
abruptly faded on January 8th while she was getting ready to go to a concert. 
 
“From one second to the next my vision just went wacko, double vision, blurry vision 
and everything was askew,” said … Tamara Oswald. “Then I started to get dizzy and 
lightheaded.” 
 
Tamara was having a massive stroke, but she didn't know it. So she laid down on the 
floor and took a nap for about an hour. As Tamara faded out of consciousness, she 
says the first miracle happened. Her husband as her guardian angel felt the need to 
go home for lunch. 
 
“He found me. I was paralyzed at that point on the entire left side and I couldn't 
speak well,” said Oswald. 
 
Tamara was rushed to the Emergency Department at Intermountain Medical Center 
where the stroke team guided her through recovery. … She failed every stroke test: 
seeing, smiling, lifting her arm, and walking. … 
 
[However,] “By the time they finished infusing [TPA, a stroke-treatment], I started 
gaining mobility in my left side,” said Oswald. 
 
Tamara stayed in the hospital for 48 hours. Within a week, she was almost back to 
normal and practicing her passion. 
 
“I was doing another school concert within that week. I was teaching lessons again,” 
said Oswald. 
 

Due to the spiritual prompting of her husband, masterful medical care, the many 
prayers of family and friends, and the resumption of a strenuous practice and 
performance regime, the miracle of music — a divine gift prized since ancient times — 
was restored to Tamara and all the rest of us have been blessed as a result. 
 
 
My gratitude for the love, support, and advice of Kathleen M. Bradshaw on this article. 
Thanks also to Jonathon Riley and Stephen T. Whitlock for valuable comments and 
suggestions. 
 
 
  



 

Further Study 
 
For a comprehensive study of the religious role of the lyre in the ancient world, see J. C. 
Franklin, Kinyras. For specific details on archaeological findings relating to music in 
ancient Israel, see J. Braun, Music in Ancient Israel 
 
See N. M. Weinberger, Music and the Brain for a broad, though somewhat dated, 
overview of the cognitive and affective dimensions of music. For a limited study that 
signals the need for caution in making claims that the specific skills gained through 
musical education generalize to wider cognitive abilities, see S. A. Mehr, et al., Two 
Randomized Trials. 
 
For a sampling of the music of Jeannine Goeckeritz and Tamara Oswald, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H0YRDjPjX_w 1/ (accessed June 2, 2018). 
 
For other scripture resources relating to this lesson, see The Interpreter Foundation Old 
Testament Gospel Doctrine Index (http://interpreterfoundation.org/gospel-doctrine-
resource-index/ot-gospel-doctrine-resource-index/) and the Book of Mormon Central 
Old Testament KnoWhy list (https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/tags/old-
testament). 
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Endnotes 
 

1 Used with permission of Book of Mormon Central. See 
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/reference-knowhy. 
2 As published in J. C. Franklin, Kinyras. For a discussion of the interpretive history of 
the painting, see S. Cohen, Interpretive Uses and Abuses. 
3 1 Samuel 10:5-6. 
4 According to N. Wyatt, Kinnaru: “The word kinnôr occurs some 42 times” in the 
Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible.” 
5 1 Samuel 16:23. 

                                                        



 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
6 Note that the association of music and kingship is documented in the Bible not only 
with David but also his successors, in likeness of the peers of the Israelite kings in the 
ancient Near East (J. C. Franklin, Kinyras, 8. David and the Divine Lyre). 
7 Ibid., 8. David and the Divine Lyre. 
8 N. Wyatt, Kinnaru. 
9 A. Berlin et al., Jewish, Genesis 4:21, p. 17. 
10 H. W. Nibley, Teachings of the PGP, 20, p. 251. 
11 Genesis 4:20. 
12 Genesis 4:21. 
13 Genesis 4:22. 
14 J. H. Sailhamer, Genesis, p. 67. 
15 See J. M. Bradshaw, God's Image 1, Moses 5:47-55, Commentary 5:47-a, p. 395. 
16 M. E. Stone, Sethites, 10, p. 205. 
17 M. E. Stone, Armenian Apocrypha 1996, p. 120 n. 7. Cf. M. i. A. A. al-Kisa'i, Tales, p. 
88; A. Gileadi, Diatribes, pp. 368-371; D. J. Harrington, Pseudo-Philo, 2:7-8, p. 305; F. 
J. Murphy, Pseudo-Philo, p. 32. 
18 Rashi, Genesis Commentary, 4:21, p. 50. 
19 Published in J. C. Franklin, Kinyras, 2. Instrument Gods and Musician Kings in Early 
Mesopotamia: Divinized, Figure 2. 
20 For an excellent overview of the “divine lyre” in ancient cultures and religions, see 
ibid. By way of contrast, according to N. Wyatt, Kinnaru: 

In most cases where the lyre is mentioned in the Hebrew Bible it is simply a matter 
of the use of the instrument in popular (Job 21: 12) or cultic (2 Sam 6:5) context, 
often in association with other instruments. In no instance can it be understood as a 
divine name as in Ugaritic, but the following passages may faintly echo the old 
theology, albeit long reinterpreted [e.g., Psalm 49:5; 57:9 = 108:3. These passages 
echo] an older usage when minor gods of the pantheon were called upon to glorify 
their overlord.” 

21 J. C. Franklin, Kinyras, 2. Instrument Gods and Musician Kings in Early 
Mesopotamia: Divinized. 
22 Ibid., 2. Instrument Gods and Musician Kings in Early Mesopotamia: Divinized. 
23 Mosiah 29. 
24 1 Samuel 8:10-18. See also 1 Samuel 12. 
25 1 Samuel 8:7. 
26 1 Samuel 9-10. 
27 1 Samuel 10: 22. 
28 E. Fox, Early Prophets, Kindle Edition, 13381-13392. See 1 Samuel 10:10-13; 19:20-
24. J. D. G. Dunn et al., Eerdmans Commentary comments as follows on the nature of 
the change wrought in Saul: 

The gift of the divine spirit, next noted (1 Samuel 16:13b), associates David with both 
Samson and Saul but also distinguishes him from both. Reports of the spirit 
empowering or taking over Samson and Saul appear as short-term responses to a 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
particular stimulus, whether of danger (Judges 14:6, 19; 15:14), anger (1 Samuel 
11:6), or contagious behavior (1 Samuel 10:6, 10). Here the divine spirit accompanies 
the anointing and continues with David “from that day forward.” The consequence 
for Saul is carefully stated in the next verse: the spirit of Yahweh leaves him (it 
cannot be divided?), and an evil spirit from Yahweh afflicts him. 

29 Numbers 11:16–17. 
30 J. D. G. Dunn et al., Eerdmans Commentary:. See Numbers 11:24–25. 
31 Z. Radovan/www.BibleLandPictures.com. Published in V. P. Long, 1 Samuel 
(Zondervan). 
32 1 Samuel 10:9. 
33 1 Samuel 10:10. 
In 1 Samuel 19:24, we are told that Saul, like the other prophets that were with him, 
“stripped off his clothes also, and prophesied, … and lay down naked all that day and all 
that night.” Jamieson clarifies that “lay down naked” in this instance meant only that he 
was “divested of his armor and outer robes” (R. Jamieson et al., Commentary, pp. 219-
220 n. 24. Cf. D. T. Tsumura, 1 Samuel, p. 499). In a similar sense, when we read in 
John 21:7 that Peter “was naked” as he was fishing, it simply meant that “he had laid off 
his outer garment, and had on only his inner garment or tunic” (E. Robinson, 
Dictionary, p. 302 s.v., Naked). 
34 1 Samuel 10:5. V. P. Long, 1 Samuel (Zondervan): 

Much mystery surrounds the specific connotations of the rather extensive vocabulary 
of music in the Bible, but Israel’s stock of musical instruments included stringed, 
percussion, and wind instruments, such as were known among Israel’s ancient Near 
Eastern neighbors generally. … 
The “flute” was likely a “double pipe,” such as is illustrated by a terra cotta figurine 
discovered at Tel Malḫata. The “tambourine” was a “small, shallow, handheld frame 
drum,” stretched with animal skin and played with the hand. The metal disks of 
modern tambourines were almost certainly absent. Archaeologists in Mesopotamia 
and the Levant have discovered numerous female figurines holding disk-like objects 
that, according to the detailed studies of Carol Meyers, represent tambourines. … 
The word rendered “harp” in the NIV (kinnôr) probably refers to a “lyre,” of which 
there were several types in antiquity. (Conversely, the term that the NIV renders 
“lyre” [nēbel] probably refers to a “harp.”) The type of lyre David played was 
presumably the “Eastern,” or “thin,” lyre, which was strung with four to eight strings 
and was played with a plectrum. The “thick” lyre had ten to thirteen strings and was 
played with the fingers. No evidence of thick lyres has been discovered in Palestine. 
… 
Lyres were constructed using “a rectangular sound-box, two asymmetrical arms, and 
an oblique yoke,” with strings stretched between the sound-box and the yoke. 
Archaeological discovery has yielded many representations of lyres, such as the 
remains of nine lyres from the Sumerian royal cemetery at Ur (ca. 2500 BCE), a 
depiction of “an Amorite/Canaanite lyre player entering Egypt with his clan” (ca. 
1900 BCE wall painting at Beni Hasan in Egypt), a depiction of a female lyre player 
on an ivory plaque from Megiddo (twelfth century BCE), and a male lyre player on a 
Philistine bichrome jug (Megiddo, eleventh century BCE). 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
35 Ibid., p. 316 comments as follows on the association between the association in this 
passage between music and prophecy: 

Some have suggested that music may have induced a kind of prophetic ecstasy, such 
as is attested among Mari prophets. The Bible does attest to a role for music in 
inducing prophetic receptivity (2 Kings 3:15–16), but in contexts where prophecy 
devolves into erratic behavior the focus tends not to be on true worshipers of Yahweh 
but on those at odds with him (e.g., Saul in 1 Sam. 18:10; the prophets of Baal in 1 
Kings 18:29). Biblical prophets are occasionally referred to as “madmen” (2 Kings 
9:11; Jeremiah 29:26; Hosea 9:7), though never by the authoritative narrator with 
respect to true prophets of Yahweh. 

36 1 Samuel 16:14. 
37 1 Samuel 16:1-3. 
38 For more on the significance and symbolism of anointing, see J. M. Bradshaw et al., 
By the Blood Ye Are Sanctified, pp. 158-172; J. M. Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the 
Oath, pp. 28-29; J. M. Bradshaw, What Did Joseph Smith Know, pp. 76-78. 
39 Isaiah 61:1, emphasis added. See also Luke 4:17–22. 
40 1 Samuel 16:13. Further describing the blessing of the spirit of the Lord that is meant 
to be given in the anointing, Margaret Barker writes (M. Barker, Lord Is One): 

The holy anointing oil was used only in the temple. Any imitation for personal use 
was forbidden (Exodus 30:31–33). The meaning of the oil was found only within the 
teachings of the temple, and any secular use would make no sense. This was because 
the oil imparted knowledge. The temple understanding of holiness included 
illumination of the mind. Isaiah said that when the king was anointed, he received 
the spirit of the Lord, that is, the spirit that transformed him into the Lord. He 
received the spirit [that is, the angel] of wisdom, of understanding, of counsel, of 
might, of knowledge and of the reverence due to the Lord [“the fear of the Lord”]. 
His perfume [not “delight”] would be the reverence due to the Lord (Isaiah 11:2–3). 
In other words, the anointed one retained the perfume of the oil, and this identified 
him as the Lord. Paul said that Christians were spreading the perfume of the 
knowledge of the Anointed One, which did not mean knowing about Jesus; it meant 
having the knowledge that Jesus had because He was the Anointed One (2 
Corinthians 2:14). 

41 1 Samuel 16:14-23. 
42 Cf. J. D. G. Dunn et al., Eerdmans Commentary: “The change is immediately 
manifest to his staff, who recommend music therapy.” I do not mean to question the 
sincerity of those today who practice what some call “music therapy” in the interest of 
helping others, but rather to emphasize that, in the biblical tradition, possessing the 
divine gift of prophecy took absolute precedence over any acquired musical skill per se. 
The “will to power” through the manipulation of things to achieve certain ends is worlds 
apart from the “will to prayer” that begins with trust and leads to revelation (W. Barrett, 
Illusion of Technique). 
43 1 Samuel 16:16. 
44 1 Samuel 18:12. 
45 N. Wyatt, Kinnaru. 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
46 Hymns (1985), He Is Risen, #199, stanza 2. 
47 L. T. Dennis et al., ESV, 1 Samuel 16:34, summarizes David’s musical activities: 

David is referred to as “the sweet psalmist of Israel” (2 Samuel 23:1) and as the 
author of several songs (2 Samuel 1:17–27; 22:1–51; 1 Chronicles 16:7–36; see also 
Amos 6:5) and many psalms. He is also credited with establishing the temple 
musicians (1 Chronicles 6:31). The music that David habitually played in Saul’s 
presence was not merely beautiful, but music of worship to the Lord, causing Saul to 
be refreshed and the harmful spirit to flee (cf. 2 Chronicles 5:13–14). 

48 J. C. Franklin, Kinyras, 8.David and the Divine Lyre. 
49 Psalm 49:4. 
50 Psalm 33:3; 40:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1; Isaiah 42:10; Revelation 5:9; 14:3. 
51 D&C 84:98. See also D&C 133:56. 
52 Contrast the commentary of H. W. Attridge et al., HarperCollins Study Bible on 
Revelation 5:9 that mistakenly misses the central meaning of the term, claiming that 
“new song” merely indicates “a new composition written to celebrate a very special 
occasion; … in Greek culture, new songs were considered the best songs.” 
53 Cf. L. T. Dennis et al., ESV, Psalm 33:1-3: “’New song’ … need not imply a freshly 
composed song; instead it may mean singing this song as a response to a fresh 
experience of God’s grace.” 
More generally, Elder Hyrum M. Smith and Janne M. Sjodahl explained ” (H. M. Smith 
et al., Commentary, p. 350): 

When the Spirit of the Lord speaks through a human instrument, He acts 
independently, even when proclaiming truths formerly revealed. Strictly speaking, 
the Holy Spirit does not quote the Scriptures, but gives Scripture. 

Elder Bruce R. McConkie once expressed a similar point (D. B. Horne, McConkie, p. 
205; B. R. McConkie, New Witness, p. xii): 

In speaking of these wondrous things I shall use my own words, though you may 
think they are the words of scripture, words spoken by other apostles and prophets. 
True it is, they were first proclaimed by others, but they are now mine, for the Holy 
Spirit of God has borne witness to me that they are true, and it is now as though the 
Lord had revealed them to me in the first instance. I have thereby heard his voice 
and know his word. 

On another occasion Elder McConkie said (D. B. Horne, McConkie, p. 205; B. R. 
McConkie, Sermons, p. 256): 

If the Spirit bears record to us of the truth of the scriptures, then we are receiving the 
doctrines in them as though they had come to us directly. Thus, we can testify that 
we have heard his voice and know his words. 

Hence, just as scripture constitutes a report of an encounter with God’s voice, an 
authentic experience with scripture invites God’s presence anew, with the possibility of 
further revelation (see, e.g., Joseph Smith—History 1:11ff.; D&C 76:15-19, 138:1-11). 
54 E. Fox, Early Prophets, Kindle Edition, Locations 24445-24450. 
55 See 1 Samuel 18:3-4. 
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