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Why do this workshop? 

As a worship team, we value times of Spirit-led, spontaneous worship. 

 

Musical spontaneity is underpinned by a range of skills, two of which we’ll look at in 

this workshop: anticipating which chords are most likely to be used in a given key 

(NNS); and familiarising yourself with the feeling and movement of common chord 

progressions so you’re able to identify them by ear (ear training). 

 

Practically speaking, we’re trying to bring together knowledge of which chords 

you’re likely to see in a given key with “ear memory” of how chord progressions feel 

to you, so you can pick up and play chord progressions without practicing them first. 
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Three goals for this workshop: 

1. Using NNS, learn to anticipate the most likely chords in a given key; 

2. Learn four approaches to working out a chord progression by ear; and 

3. Practice “ear memory” using progressions of two, three and four chords. 

 

1. NNS brief review 

The Nashville Number System (NNS) is “chord shorthand” which assigns a number 

to each chord (scale degree) within the major scale. 

 

Eg: in Key G Notated as 

1-chord MAJOR ____ 1 

2-chord MINOR ____ 2- 

3-chord MINOR ____ 3- 

4-chord MAJOR ____ 4 

5-chord MAJOR ____ 5  

6-chord MINOR ____ 6- 

7-chord DIMINISHED (V rarely used) ____ 7 

 

If you’re comfortable with the 1, 4, 5, 6-, 2- chords in G, E, D, A, C, B then you’re 

comfortable with the chords used in 95% of worship songs.  

 

1 2- 4 5 6- 

 

G Am C D Em 

E F#m A B C#m 

D Em G A Bm 

A Bm D E F#m 

C Dm F G Am 

B C#m E F# G#m 

 

We’ve included NNS in this workshop because it helps you to anticipate the most 

likely chords being used during spontaneous passages of worship - new songs 

and/or songs that haven’t been practiced.  If you know the key (from the previous 

song), you know there are really only 4 or 5 chords to expect.  Leaders can also call 

out progressions: “1 4 6 4!”.  :) 
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2. Four approaches to working out a chord progression by ear (most people 

use a combination of these) 

 

Major or minor? 

Identify the chord quality — is it major or minor?  Most people do this almost 

instinctively and rarely confuse one for the other.  If major, you have three options 

(1, 4, 5); if minor, you have two, maybe three, options (6-, 2-, 3-). 

 

 

How does each chord feel to you? 

Learn to identify the emotional response you have to each chord. 

 

1-chord __________________________________________________________ 

 

6-chord: __________________________________________________________ 

 

4-chord __________________________________________________________ 

 

5-chord __________________________________________________________ 

 

2-chord __________________________________________________________ 

 

 

How “far away” is the chord from 1? 

First, find Chord 1 (“home base”), then learn to identify interval(s) up or down from 

root.  Either sing up the major scale or use a familiar interval: 

 

Major 2nd: Happy Birthday (“Happy bir”) 

 

Major 3rd: When the Saints Go Marching In (“Oh when”) 

 

Perfect 4th: Bridal Chorus (“Here comes”) 

National anthem (“Au-stra”) 

Amazing Grace (“Ah may”) 
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Perfect 5th: Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star (“Twinkle twinkle”) 

Star Wars (first two notes) 

 

Major 6th: Hush Little Baby (“Hush little”) 

My Bonnie Lies Over The Ocean (“My Bo”) 

 

Octave: Somewhere Over the Rainbow (“Some where”) 

 

 

Sing the bass line 

Since almost all chords have the root note in the bass, singing the bass line reveals 

the chord progression almost all the time.  Slash chords (chord inversions) are the 

exception (eg: G/B, D/F# etc). 

 

 

3. Practicing “ear memory” — start as simply as possible and build from there 

 

Recommended: Toned Ear (www.tonedear.com) and Jeffrey Kunde - Train Your Ear 

 

Progressions with two chords 

Progressions with three chords 

Progressions with four chords 

 

Common chord progressions in worship songs.  Try to become familiar with how 

these feel to you: 

 

1-5-6-4 Adoration, Forever, Beautiful Name, BBYN, Here I Am Worship 

6-4-1-5 Hallelujah, Let It Rain, To Our God, Our God, GOTI, GGG, Break Ev Chain 

4-1-5-6 Living Hope, 10,000 Reasons, The Stand, Mighty To Save,  

1-4-6-4 God With Us, He Is Faithful, This Is Amazing Grace 
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http://www.tonedear.com/


 

Additional reading and resources: 

 

Music Theory and NNS 

 

Jol’s previous handout - Practical Music Theory Feb 2015 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55278703e4b04bab25cfb55c/t/5c11e869b8

a04594c3635f09/1544677482194/Practical_Music_Theory_Feb_2015_Doc.pdf 

 

The NNS for Worship Teams (Vineyard UK) 

https://www.vineyardrecords.co.uk/web/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/JesterNNS.

pdf 

 

Jeffrey Kunde - Music Theory for the Music Industry: A practical guide to learning the 

Nashville Number System 

https://store.jesusculture.com/products/music-theory-for-the-music-industry 

 

 

 

 

Ear training 

 

Jeffrey Kunde - Train Your Ear (paper or eBook w/ audio in iBooks) 

https://store.jesusculture.com/products/train-your-ear-music-theory-2 

 

Toned Ear: Progressive chord progressions quiz (really good website) 

https://tonedear.com/ear-training/chord-progressions 
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