
THE 7 THEORY 
HOW TO PLAY MUSIC BY EAR

E-BOOK BY JORDAN BIEL 

INTRODUCTION 

Why create a book about something that seems so hard to grasp WITH sound, let alone 
without?  I mean, really, a book about how to play music by ear?  Is that even possible?  Yup!  
Hundreds of people at conferences have told me so!  Countless people have told me after I've 
taught The 7 Theory at Taxi's Road Rally, College Universities, National Worship Leader 
Conference and more, ”You should write a little book about this!"  Well, here it is!  I hope you 
enjoy it and I hope it takes your musical ability to a whole new level! 
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CHAPTER 1 - WHY NUMBERS? 

What is the number system?  The 7 Theory is based on the widely accepted Nashville Number 
System.  The number system is used in studios from LA to Nashville to New York by session 
players to quickly understand the music to any given song.  It doesn't matter the genre either.  
Country, Rock, R&B, Orchestral... it's all simply a matter of numbers.  Session players like 
myself can hear the numbers (chords being played) in just about any song that's played and 
then play it back and I'll teach you to do the same in this book!  
What's the benefit of that?  

Well, you'll learn to do the following: 
1. Play a song all the way through without ever looking at the chord chart or sheet music.  As 

you can imagine, if these are your own songs as an artist, this ability would be priceless, 
right?  If you're a worship leader at a church, this is also priceless!  WOW!  To be able to 
play music without ever looking at a chart enables you to engage the crowd and truly mean 
what you sing.  

2. Write better songs.  If you know the emotion that each number (certain chord in a given key) 
evokes then you'll be able to choose the best chord for the emotions you want you evoke 
from your listener.  You'll also be able to choose the right chords quickly when you are 
focusing on melody and lyrics.  It's hard enough to write a great song while focusing on 
lyrics and melody, let alone guessing the right chords.  Take the guess work out!  Let your 
brain automatically choose the appropriate chords when writing songs so you can focus on 
lyrics and melody.  

3. If you're a music producer, this enables you to better understand your client's work.  If you 
can say to your artist "Hey on the fourth line of the Bridge, when you hit that 6 minor chord, 
the guitar was flat..." they will know "This guy/girl knows what they're doing!" And they'll 
continue to hire you.  This is much better than saying "I heard something not quite right but I 
don't know what it is." 

So here's the premise.  There are 12 notes as most of you know.  Each note has a given scale.  
What many musicians don't realize is that each scale has 7 basic corresponding chords.  Now 
sure, there are exceptions in many songs.  But for the most part, you'll hear 4 to 7 of the 7 
chords in any given song.  
Learning about augmented chords and learning too much theory too fast is kinda like learning 
the colors Magenta, Teal & Turquoise without first learning Red, Green & Blue.  I'm going to 



teach you how to understand the Red, Green & Blue, the basic structure of most songs and how 
to understand a song in seconds by being able to hear the which of the 7 chords is which.    

So let me give you an example:  Here's the key of C:

C    D    E    F    G    A    B    C

It’s important that you know that very 2, 3 and 6 are minor.  1, 4, 5 chords are major.  Again, this 
is 95% maybe even 99% of all songs, but not 100%. For example, bands like Coldplay will 
occasionally use a 5 minor chord and of course anything from film score composers such as 
Hans Zimmer.  But for all the Country, Singer-songwriter, Pop, Rock, Alternative, Christian, 
CCM, music you're listening to every day, this principle applies!  

This means that the following are the corresponding chords for the Key of C: 

C    Dm    Em    F    G    Am   G/B    C

Notice the Dm, the Em and the Am chords are all minor.  That's simply because they are the 2, 
3 & 6 

1      2       3       4    5      6     5/7     1
C    Dm    Em    F    G    Am   G/B    C

Notice the octave C I'm just calling the 1 because it's obviously the same as playing the first C 
chord.  We'll tackle voicing tips at the end of the book - when to play high and when to play low.

We'll go over all the scales in the next chapter & in chapter 3, we'll discuss how to hear each 
chord.  Each number sounds the same in ANY key! 

CHAPTER 2 - THE SCALES & THEIR CORRESPONDING NUMBERS

In this chapter you'll learn to memorize each of the scales and all 7 chords that go in each scale.  
We'll start with the key of C as mentioned in Chapter 2.  All of this is taught in the videos I’ve 
made available online.  

As you can see, the D, E & A are minor in the key of C because the 7 Theory rule: The 2, 3, 6 
are always minor

Minor chords consist of 1, 3b, 5. For example, a Dm chord consists of D F A
D being the 1 in the D scale; F being the 3b in the D scale & A being the 5 in the D scale. 

Major chords consists of 1, 3, 5.  For example, the D chord consists of D, F#, A because as you 
can see below in the D Scale, the D is the 1, the F# is the 3 and the A note is the 5.  These 3 
together make up the D Major chord, also called simply "D" 



Key of D

*TIP Sometimes people will ask me "Well, what about inversions?"  Playing an inversion doesn’t 
change The 7 Theory principles at all.  Yes, an inversion changes the tone, but not the principle.  
Think of a chord like 3 ingredients to a cake.  If I told you to bake a cake (and I'm no chef) but if 



I told you that you need to simply combine 1 cup of sugar, 4 cups of flour and 1 teaspoon of 
vanilla in a bowl and stir it up.  It wouldn't matter if you first placed the sugar and seconds later, 
put in the flour.  Or if you put in the vanilla then added the sugar and flour.  The 3 ingredients 
would likely combine the same.  That's what an inversion does; if you place for example, a D 
note at the top end of the D chord, playing with your right hand on the keyboard the following 
notes: F#, A, then D up with your pinky finger, it's still a D chord.  It's still a "1" chord in the key 
of D.  It's still a "5" chord in the key of G.  Now sure, sometimes the first inversion or fifth 
inversion will sound better in certain songs and that's part of the beauty of music; you can make 
that call as your playing going with your gut.  









CHAPTER 3 - HOW TO HEAR EACH CHORD

So here's when this gets really interesting.  I've noticed in my attempt to teach kids music theory 
and the 7 Theory, that when I associated a feeling that comes natural to each chord, it makes it 
easier to remember the sound of that chord.  And what's crazy is that it doesn't matter what key 
you're in.  In any key, these are the emotions I've ascribed to the 7 numbers/chords in each key 
and trust me, when you put these to memory, especially while playing your instrument, you'll 
begin to play by ear in no time! 

1 - Sounds like the feeling of resolve "the song could be over"
2 - Sad but somehow still delightful; it's delightfully sad and it's "Up a little" from the one
3 - Mysterious & Ominous, Scary one might say 
4 - Happy but not Powerful.  It’s kinda “blah”  It’s just there; it doesn’t evoke a lot of emotion



5 - Powerful & Strong, Even Triumphant.  The 5 often represents the feeling of BIG CHANGE.  
And it's far away from the one and it's happy(major, not minor)
6 - Sad Minor Chord that is down (to the left) from the 1.  It’s Just Plain Sad
5/7 - The sound of "Almost There" or Tension 

There are, of course, variations of these chords such as the 5sus to 5 or the 1sus to 1 but 
simply knowing the basic sound of the basic 7 will get you ahead quickly in understanding a 
song and playing it back by ear.  

The 1 

The 1 chord of any key is that chord that IS the key. For example, if you wrote a song that had 
this progression: Bm  G  D  A, then you would know that your song is in the key of D and D 
therefore is the "1". How would you know that?  Well, once you memorize each of the above 
images displaying the 7 basic notes in each scale and their corresponding chords, then you'll 
know by process of elimination what key a song is in.  

For example, if you see a song’s basic chord structure is G, Em, F, C
Then you know that the song is in the Key of C, even though the first chord is G. 
Why?
Because those 4 chords are all in the key of C.  The Key of G, however contains the G, Em and 
C, but not F. 
*F can be seen as the 7b in a song in the key of G and appropriately used but again, it’s not the 
norm.  



The 1 chord gives the feeling of resolve.  It answers "Yes" to the question "Could the song be 
over now?"  

When you play for example the song "When I Was Your Man" by Bruno Mars, and you hit the C 
chord, you know the song could end.  The artist could stop playing and walk away from the 
piano.  You don't get that feeling when you end on the G or Am or even F.  

When you hear the song “Thinking Out Loud” by Ed Sheeran and you hear the D chord, you feel 
the sense of resolve.  There’s zero tension and the song could end.  That’s how you know by 
ear that you’ve heard the KEY of the song and therefore know you’ve heard the 1 chord. 

Now some songs, of course, don't end on the 1 and that's just a creative thing to do in the studio 
when you want the listener to be left "wanting more" but the theory still remains.  The 1 chord 
feels like "the song could be over.”  Again it's the feeling of “resolve.”

The 1 has many names: Tonic, Root, Key - This all means the same thing. 

The 2m
The 2 minor chord is delightfully sad.  It's not "just plain sad" like the 6 minor, but it definitely 
isn't a major chord.  It is indeed a minor chord and although minor chords usually evoke an 
overall feeling of sadness or melancholy, the 2m is often met with the 7th you'll notice in many 
songs.  Why?  It's the minor chord that isn't really sad.  It's a great transition chord before a 5 
chord and it's usually a nice change of pace in a song without going full blown "sad" by hitting 
the 6.  This is why it’s often used in Jazz.  

The 2 minor chord is also "up a little" from the 1.  Remember, everything in the 7 Theory 
revolves around the 1.  So when you hear the 2m, you're thinking it's "up" slightly above the 1.  
It's not far away like the 5 or 4.  The 2m is nearby.  It's close.  It's up just a little from the one.  

Play "Lean On Me" the classic old song, and you'll see what I mean.  That song, is 1, 1234 4321 
123,32 ...
That song is a GREAT way to train your ear to begin to hear the numbers.  Go ahead and sing 
and play the song but exchange the lyrics of the song for the chord numbers.  Singing... 
1__ 1234___  4321____ 123 3___2___ 1... 

It'll "Train Your Brain" to hear and associate the numbers accordingly.  

The 3m
The 3 minor chord is ominous, scary, dark.  It's the deep, dark woods you don't want to enter at 
dusk.  It's the 2nd chord in the progression from that 90's rock song "My Immortal" by 
Evanescence.  It's just plain scary and mysterious.  Play it over and over going from any other 
chord and you'll see what I mean. 
Play C to Em and you'll hear it. 
Play D to F#m and you'll hear it. 
Play E to G#m and you'll heart it. 



Now try playing 6m to 3m and you'll still hear the difference from going sad minor to ominous 
minor:
Am to Em (Key of C)

Bm to F#m (Key of D)

C#m to G#m (Key of E) 

F#m to C#m (Key of A) 

The 3 minor chord isn't used often but when it is, you'll know it!  It's very unique!  It’s that odd, 
dark, sad chord that you couldn’t quite figure out what it was.    

The 4 
The 4 chord is the most commonly used chord in all songs every written.  When you first 
learned to play guitar or piano, chances are you learned to go G to C or C to F.  Your teacher did 
that wisely to get you to see yourself playing thousands of songs in a matter of minutes.  
The 4 chord is the 4th chord in the series of 7
For example, in the key of C, the 4 chord is F

e.g.  C      F       C      F      C      F       C      F 
This is a popular simple progression for folk, indie folk, country, and if you're feeling brave, you'll 
throw in a 5 chord (G) near the end. 

The 4 chord is "Happy but not powerful."  It’s just kinda blah.  The 5 is powerful and we'll 
discuss that in a moment.  But the 4?  Nope.  No power here.  Just a wimpy, lousy, fill in the 
space 4 chord.  Sure it serves it's purpose well.  Kinda like a 2x4 in a wall, you're glad it's there 
but you don't really want people to notice it.  

The 4 chord, as you learned earlier, is major, not minor.  So overall, it leans towards a feeling of 
positive and happy sounding instead of negative or sad sounding.  

The 5 
The 5 chord is the POWERFUL chord.  It's the chord that sounds farthest away from the 1 and it 
says "LOOK AT ME!  I'M IN CHARGE HERE"  It's often used as a segway between a verse and 
chorus or a pre-chorus and chorus.  It's a great transition chord.  It's triumphant!  It's declarative!  
It's happy and in charge! 

Unlike the 4 chord, the 5 is not boring.  The only way it may sound boring or not “powerful” and 
“triumphant” is if it’s a slow, sad song played at 55bpm.  Once you train your ear to hear the 5 
chord though using the training I’m giving, you’ll still hear it, even in slow ballads.  Other than 
that, it's usually exciting and evokes the feeling of "a change is coming" or "I'm saying 
something I want you to really hear!" 



The 6m
The 6 minor is just plain sad.  It's sad.  Period.  When you are, for example, in the key of C and 
you hit an Am, it's sad.  This is why Adelle's song "Hello" starts on Am on both the chorus and 
the verse.  She wants you to feel how sad she is that she is away from the one she loves.
  
Do this excercise.  Go to a piano (if you don't play, grab a friend who does) and try to play the 
song Hello by switching the Am for a C in the Chorus.  It doesn't work!  It sounds ridiculous!  
Why?  Because the song was so sad before, now it's not.  
The 6 minor can be heard in about 95% of ALL songs ever written.  It's right up there with the 1 
4 and 5 in terms of how often it is used by songwriters.
  
For example, play this progression: 

Bm   G    D     A   

You'll notice quickly that you're playing thousands of songs depending on the bpm (beats per 
minute) and strumming pattern/feel.  The 6- is often used at the beginning of a progression or as 
the 3rd chord in a progression.  Not always of course; I'm just giving you some usual patterns so 
you can begin to hear this.  

Grab your smart phone an play the song by Taylor Swift "Romeo and Juliet" and you'll hear the 
3rd chord in the song is a 6 minor.  Play the song "Leave It All Behind" or "We All Need Love" by 
our band "Jordan Biel" and you'll hear a 6 minor chord right away, at the beginning of the 
progression in both songs.  The 6 minor is just plain sad. 

The 5/7
This is worded like this “The 5 Over 7” 
Why on earth is there a / there?  So the / divides the chord from the bass line.  The bass line is 
playing the note on the right, while the "rest of the band" like guitar players, violins, banjos, any 
mid to bright sounding instrument is playing the 5 chord.  
The 5 over 7 gives the feeling of "Almost There" or "Tension Before Resolve" try it out on your 
instrument and you'll see what I mean.  Play this: Am  F   G/B  and when you hit that 5/7 chord, 
you're kinda just dying for it to resolve.  

So these are the basic 7 Numbers in the 7 Theory and their feelings.  I hope this is helping.  If 
you sit at your instrument and go through this again playing as you read, you'll begin to really 
get it!  And pretty soon, you'll be able to hear the emotion of a chord, it’s sound and it's distance 
from the "1"  You’ll hear it's relative distance from the others and in seconds, you'll know the 
chords to the song you're hearing.  

OTHER # OPTIONS
1/7
On occasion you'll hear a 1/7.  The best example of this would be the song "Collide" by Howie 
Day.  Sometimes in the song, the string section will change to a D but you can clearly hear the 
acoustic guitar playing C to C/B which is a 1 to 1/7 sound.  This sound is kinda sad and 
reflective so a lot of singer-songwriters tend to like using it in their writing; you know because 
they’re usually melancholy and a bit depressed.    



2/4 
If you happen to see a Dm/F does that change the # system?  Nope.  It's simply a 2/4 meaning 
the bass guitar player plays an F while the band plays a Dm.  The Bass plays a 4 while the band 
plays a 2 minor. 

If you were to see Em/G in a song that was charted D   Em/G   Bm    A    

Then those numbers would be 1   2/4    6m    5

Now what about the variations? 
Now thank goodness, music isn't only comprised of minor and major chords!  I mean there is 
ALOT of variations out there and that's what makes Jazz, Blues, Roots Rock and so many 
genres special.  

Dominant 7th Chords 
So if you see this progression, what is taking place in terms of numbers: 

G  A7  Cadd9  G

1   27   4add9   1

There are thousands of great writers from Chris Tomlin to Bruno Mars to Eric Clapton to 
Rascal Flats that write with many Dominant 7th chords.  

A Dominant 7th chord, which looks like this - A7 - has this formula: 1 3 5 7b
It uses the major scale 1 3 5 then adds the 7b (a whole note behind the 1) 
In this example of an A7, you'd have these 4 notes: A C# E G

In the key of G, if you saw an A7, you'd write it like this: 27 

Major 7th chords 

If you saw a progression in the key of C that went like this: Cmaj7  Dm7  Fmaj7
In terms of #s, that would be 1maj7  2m7  4maj7

At face value, this may seem complicated but once you start using this system of 
numbers, the ability to play along immediatly will come so fast and it'll be so fun! 

So let's dissect these a bit.
Cmaj7: C E G B



Dm7: D F A C

Fmaj7: F A C E 

Minor 7th chords 

If you saw a progression in the key of C that went like this: Am7  Dm7  Em7  G/B
Then you'd think about them in this way: 
6m7   2m7   3m7   5/7 

So let's dissect these a bit. 
Am7: A C E G

Dm7: D F A C

Em7: E G B D

G/B: G B D / B in the Bass (left hand of keyboard and Bass Player/Cellist Plays B)

What about relative minors? 
Good question!  I don't see any song as being in a minor key.  I know that sounds ridiculous but 
let me explain.  The 7 Theory again is an effort to simplify what's taking place in any given song.   
So if you tell me your song is in the key of Am, then in my mind, it's in the key of C, period.  The 
Am is the 6 of C.  Am is the relative of C.  So yes the song may have a minor feel and may 
never even hit the "1" chord (C) but when I notice that all the chords involved are chords in the 
key of C, such as Em, Dm, Am, G... then I know it's in the key of C and I can think clearly and 
quickly, knowing what chord is what simply hearing the numbers.  For example if you told me 
your song progression was Am  Dm  Em  G, then I know the numbers are 6 2 3 5 and if you 
played that profession, I could tell you those are the numbers, go to my instrument and play it 
with you - using the 7 Theory.  And you will be able to do it too if you apply the lessons taught in 
this book! 

CHAPTER 4 - HOW TO WRITE SONGS USING THE 7 THEORY 

One of the cool benefits to knowing the 7 Theory is to understand which chords are 
interchangeable.  When you're writing, this is priceless!  Nobody wants to hear the same two 
chords for 5 minutes!  

Try swapping these chords out the next time you write, or even take a song you've already 
written and try swapping out these options: 

2m for the 4

3m for the 5



1/3 for the 1

5/7 for the 5 

5sus for the 1

2/4 for the 4

This will instantly add some spice to your songs.  

When you're song-writing, remember the emotions I've described above.  You probably 
shouldn't say "And I lost you" while you're playing a 5 chord.  The 5 chord is happy and 
powerful.  Try playing a 3m instead and boom, you’ve got sadness.  Now, the lyrics are 
consistent with your sound.  You probably shouldn't say "I found you and I'm in love" while 
playing 6pm to 2m. Why?  That's "just plain sad" to "delightfully sad"  And if you're in love, you're 
not sad.  Try a indie folk approach and play 1 to 4 or 4 to 1. Two happy chords while you're 
singing "I'm in love". Trust me, it'll work better.  

Now sure, on occasion the juxtaposition of sad chords to happy lyrics can be cool or vice verse.  
For example, an artist on The Cellar Records, named Elyse Nicole has an amazing song we co-
wrote called "Would You Stay" and in the bridge, we wanted to communicate the sound of 
longing, even begging the one she loves "Please listen... please don't go.  Please listen. Please 
don't let go" yet a Major 7th chord is being played.  

Usually this wouldn't quite make sense because the Major 7th chord is happy and pleasant 
sounding, but this juxtaposition here is cool.  Elyse's voice is sad and convincing enough in an 
of itself to accommodate for experimental music; in other words, her voice SELLS IT that she is 
SAD.  But 95% of the time, you'll want the message to be complimented by the sound of the 
chords.  

Common Progressions 
If you're new to songwriting, try using some common approaches to chord patterns such as …

6m 4 1 5 

1 5 4 5 

1 5 6m 4 

1 4 1 4 

There are countless variations of course but I wanted to just get you started with some of the 
most commonly used chord progressions out there. 

General Playing Tips 

Voicing



Be sure to change up the voicing of chords in any given chord progression especially if you play 
the same chord twice within a 4 chord line of music.  For example, if you play 
C  G  F  C, it's highly recommended that you play the last C either an octave down the keyboard 
or guitar or an octave up from the first C chord.  This gives the listener the feeling of "that line of 
music is over" *This also will help your band follow you much more easily. 

Stay In Your Lane 
So if you're the bass guitar player, here's a good idea: play bass notes - you know, the low ones.    
Sure you can slide up the neck on occasion but nothing will make your band sound like mush 
than a bass player who thinks he's a lead guitar player.  And if you're a lead guitar player, you 
need to find your voicing, playing parts that are higher up on the neck so you can find 
separation away from the rhythm guitarist.  This may seem like common knowledge but it turns 
out it's not so common.  Band after band comes into our studios with two guitar players playing 
the same thing, the exact same way.  It's silly and makes no sense.  You've seen it too I'm sure 
if you've ever heard a band on stage and thought "hmm... nothing really here... no ear candy at 
all"  Listeners get that feeling when the lanes haven't been established in the band.  So bottom 
line, in every song, the guitar players need to decide who has rhythm and who has lead.  
And if you're the lead guitar player, you should consider playing something other than all the 
notes the rhythm guitarist or keyboardist is playing.  For example if they're playing a straight C 
chord to G chord, consider a simple triplet or even off-beat E to G to G B, just a few notes 
played within the chord with a great tone from a tube amp and great guitar and possible a slight 
delay will fatten up your band's sound quick! 

*If you're wondering how to have a nice audible glue between songs at your gigs, you may want 
to consider buying "Backing Pads Vol. 1" by InnovateGear.  It's only 10 bucks and gives you the 
ability to have a nice simply synth backing you up in any song you want simply playing the 1 and 
5 of each key.  The "songs" are broken up into the 12 keys. 

It looks like this on your iPad or iPhone which can be easily plugged into your sound system 
using the headphone jack and an 1/8th jack to stereo 1/4 cable to Direct Box. 

This won't be good for every song of course, but for many songs, playing the Backing Pad in the 
same key can provide a really nice background texture that seems to glue together the chords.  
Yes, technically it would change any 4 chord into a 4add9 and it would change any 6 minor to a 
6m7th but I've noticed over the years that most the time, I really enjoy having these backing 
pads backing me up on stage! 

I hope you’ve enjoyed learning The 7 Theory and I hope it makes you a stellar musician!  
Put in the effort to practice and when you practice, think numbers!  And before you know 
it, you’ll be playing like a pro!

Jordan Biel 
Creator, The 7 Theory 




