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When You Need to Be Reminded of What Great Things God 
Has Done and Will Do 

Psalms 98, “Joy to the World” 

INTRODUCTION SERMON NOTE òFILL INó AT END 

Leupold  

THIS PSALM is characterized by a tone of exuberant praise. The occasion for its composition is 

apparently the deliverance of Israel from Babylonian Captivity. The reason for regarding this event as the 

event that gave rise to this psalm of praise is the fact that quite a few statements in the psalm are obviously 

quoted from Is. 40—66, where the constant theme is this very deliverance. Though this event is not referred 

to in plain terms it may yet be said continually to be in the background of the psalm. In substantiation of the 

claim that Isaiah the prophet is being quoted it would suffice to note the following: 1b is to be compared with 

Is. 59:16 and 63:5; v.2 rests on Is. 52:10; v.3 on Is. 63:7; v. 6 is reminiscent of Is. 6:5, and v. 8 appears to 

have Is. 55:12 in mind. 

There is one feature which is quite unique as far as the structure of this psalm is concerned: the 

specific occasion for praise that the psalm mentions is held in reserve until the very last verse. But even in 

that verse it is not a specific historical event that is mentioned but a general work, the work of judgment. 

Thus far the point involved is this: if we are correct in our initial claim that deliverance from Babylonian 

Captivity directly occasioned the psalm, this deliverance is viewed from the broader point of view of being a 

notable act of judgment. In the event God has come for judgment, which judgment, however, appears 

under a double aspect: first as the judgment that humbled Babylon, then as the judgment that raised 

Israel out of the dust. Judgment has these two aspects. But the writer does not stop short with this 

thought but sees in the one significant act of judgment a prelude and guaranty of future judgments in 

which God will act righteously and ultimately the very last judgment itself as the climax. 

Almost equally unique is the further thought that such judgment is a matter for which God is greatly to 

be praised, in other words, Judgment has something constructive about it. It accomplishes so much of 

lasting good that men should rejoice exceedingly that the Lord does judge. The servile fear of the 

unregenerate and the typical approach of our day to the very idea of judgment are quite foreign to the 

thinking of this psalm. 

This psalm begins and ends like Ps. 96. The marvelous thing that the Lord has done for Israel is a 

remarkable display of His omnipotent power or of the strength of His holy arm. Not without reason this 

restoration of Israel is said to have taken place in the sight of the heathen, for the heathen nations had 

never witnessed an instance when a displaced nation came back to its own land and was restored to 

national unity . As a result the nations were compelled to admit that Israel‟s God could do marvelous things. 

When this work is described as being a display of righteousness, that merely suggests that righteousness is 

apparently something like the energy with which God upholds His promises to His people Israel. This 

gracious work of deliverance is rightly traced back to promises and pledges given by God to His own in days 

of old. 

Tate 

This psalm is another hymn that praises Yahweh‟s kingship. It has much in common with Ps 96. The 

two psalms are close in structure, vocabulary, and thematic elements (Howard, Structure, 179). Westermann 

(Praise and Lament, 148) says, “Psalm 98 almost seems to be a variant of Ps 96.” The one-word title marks 

off Pss 98—99 as the second pair of psalms in Pss 96-99. 
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Mays  
Psalm 98 is the Old Testament text for Isaac Watts‟s Christmas hymn, “Joy to the World!” The hymn celebrates 

the birth of Jesus as the coming of the LORD to rule the world with truth and grace. It uses the language and themes of 

the psalm in order to say that the nativity is an event of the kind and significance proclaimed in the psalm. The psalm 

announces the coming of the Savior God as king of the world. It is a companion to the similar Psalm 96 (compare 98: 

1a and 96: 1a; 98:7—9 and 96:11— 13; and consult the comment on Psalm 96). ¶1.Psalm 98 is an imperative hymn of 

praise composed of three parts, each preparing for the next. The first part (vv. 1—3) begins with a general call to praise 

the LORD in song because the LORD has done marvelous things (v. 1a). The marvelous things are then summarized; 

the LORD has won a victory that showed his faithfulness to Israel and revealed his righteousness to all the earth (vv. 1b 

ð3). The second part (vv. 4—6) invites all the earth, because of what they have seen, to join in the music that acclaims 

the LORD as king. The third part (vv. 7—9) intensifies the invitation by including all that is, sea and world, hills and 

floods. Nothing is to fail at praise, because the LORD comes as the king who will judge the earth with the same 

righteousness that he has shown toward Israel, a saving righteousness. The psalm lifts up the prospect of a coming 

kingdom where power and policy make for salvation. That is indeed reason for joy in the world!
1
 

Perowne  
THIS Psalm is little more than an echo of Psalm xcvi. Its subject is “the last great revelation, the final victory of God, 

when His salvation and His righteousness, the revelation of which He has promised to the house of Israel, shall be 
manifested both to His own people and to all the nations of the earth.” 

98:1 

Mays  

The theme of the first part of the psalm is the LORDôS salvation. The Hebrew word for save/salvation 

occurs in each of the first parts‟ three verses (NRSV, “victory”). Clearly, Israel was the beneficiary; the psalm 

recalls the LORDôS enactment of steadfast love and faithfulness in their behalf. But that is not the primary 

emphasis here. The psalm employs a vocabulary and an idiom that emphasize the Savior and his salvation 

more than the saved. Salvation was composed of “marvelous deeds,” divine interventions that transcended 

human expectations, to open up new possibilities…
2
 A “new song” was called for, one that celebrated the 

new situation created by these marvelous deeds (see the context of Pss. 40:3; 144:9; and especially Isa. 

42:10). The salvation was the exclusive work of the LORDôS right hand and holy arm, expressions that evoke 

the identity of the divine warrior, whose victory over his foes manifested his kingship (see Ps. 89:10, 13, and 

the comment on their context). The purpose and the promise of this victory were revelation to the entire 

world. The psalm makes no reference to enemies; the vanquished have dropped out of the picture. What 

matters is the meaning of the LORDôS marvelous deeds for the whole world. 

Tate 

A call to praise Yahweh and to celebrate his wondrous works (98:1—b). This section seems to have an 

envelope construction in which the summons to praise is interrupted alter la and resumed in v 4. Thus la and 

vv. 4—6 surround a central core in 1b—3, which provides the basis for the call for a “new song” (for “new 

song, see Comment on 96:1—6). The “new song” should recall Yahweh‟s saving works, which have 

revealed his “righteousness” to the nations and his enduring love and faithfulness toward his own people in 

Israel. An element of Yahweh as the Divine Warrior is revealed in 1cd: he has won victories with his “right 

hand” and by means of “his holy arm” (see Pss 44:4; 89:14; Isa 52:10). He has not required human 

assistance, but has done the powerful deeds himself and won his own victories. ¶Longman contends that Ps 

98 is a Divine Warrior victory song, “celebrating the return of Yahweh the commander of the heavenly 

hosts” (JETS 27 [1984] 267). Divine Warrior language is evident and the style of the psalm is that of a 

hymn of triumph, similar to that of those which follow the successful completion of Yahwehôs action in 

war (cf. Judg 5:4-5; Deut 33:2—5, 26-29; Pss 46:7; 68:8—9; 77:17—20; 114:3—6; Nah 1:2—8; Hab 3:3—

                                                           
1
 Mays, Psalms, pp. 312, 313. 

2
 Mays, Psalms, pp. 312, 313. 
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15;Jeremias, IDBSup, 898). Ps98 has no specific historical reference, however (as Longman, 272, notes) and 

should not be forced into the mold of the exodus or the restoration from exile, or any other specific historical 

context. The psalm encompasses the whole range of Yahweh‟s victories. The descriptions are characteristic 

of his actions as the Divine Warrior. 

The powerful arm and right hand of Yahweh is a thematic element which may find its earliest 

expression in OT literature in Exod 15:6, 12, 16; cf. Ps 118:15—16; Deut 33:2; Ps 78:54 (Ollenburger, Zion, 

89). The victories have been totally Yahweh‟s: Thy right hand, 0 Lord, glorious in power, thy right hand, 0 

LORD, shatters the enemy. Thou didst stretch out thy right hand, the earth swallowed them. (Exod 15:6, 12, 
RSV). 

Kidner  

Victory, the word which dominates this stanza (1, 2, 3) and calls for a new song (for this, see on 96:1; 

144:9), is a richer word in Scripture than with us. Its chief aspect is „salvation‟, as in the name „Jesus‟; so it 

looks at both friend (with salvation) and foe (with victory), and is big enough to combine the hard 

decisiveness of the latter with the compassion and constructiveness of the former. This salvation/victory is 

wholly supernatural, a single-handed exploit of the Lord. The supernatural aspect is expressed in the term 

marvelous things, which is more than a superlative, a standard term for the miraculous interventions of God, 

such as those at the Exodus (106: 7), to save His people. The single-handed aspect is stirringly presented in 

Isaiah 59:1 ff.; 63: 1—6; it is one of several links between Isaiah and this group of psalms (see on verses 4 and 

8). The New Testament will show with sharper definition both the Saviour and the saving, and both the 

initial victory (Heb. 10:14) and its consummation (Rev. 19:IIff.).  

98:2 

Mays  

Isaiah 52:7—10 is the prophetic counterpart of the psalm. The prophecy uses the same vocabulary and 

idiom to announce that the return of Israel‟s exiled from Babylon would be a public display of the LORDôS 

reign. “All the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.” What the prophecy foresaw, the psalm 

declares. On the basis of the declaration, it calls on the whole earth to join in Israel‟s joyous acclamation of 

the LORD as king. The psalm believes and claims that Israel‟s God had been shaping Israel‟s particular 

history to establish and reveal his rule over universal history. The belief is astonishing and the claim appears 

to be theological bravado. But the basic conviction was as old in Israel as hymns like Exodus 15 and Psalm 

68 that celebrated the exodus and possession of the land as the manifestation of the LORDôS everlasting reign. 

Long before the rescue of the exiles from Babylon, some in Israel had been given the insight that the LORDôS 

victories in Israel‟s history were the work of the God whose victory over primeval chaos had brought forth 

the world. Salvation corresponded to and continued creation. Both were the royal work of the one who rules 

over all. That is why the psalm includes sea and world and floods and hills in the summons to praise (vv. 7—

8). The savior of Israel is the creator of the world.
3
 

Kidner  

2, 3. The meaning of victory (see on verse s) now leans towards the „salvation‟ side of its content in 

both these verses, for the nations and the whole earth see it with joy, as the remainder of the psalm makes 

clear. Likewise vindication should be rendered „righteousness‟ (NEB, JB), which is its primary meaning; and this 

is righteousness in its positive sense of putting right what is wrong. 

98:3 

Tate 

                                                           
3
 Mays,  Psalms,  p. 313. 
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Yahweh is Israel‟s great Warrior-King who has done his great works before the whole world (vv. 2bc, 

3cd). He has “remembered” his commitments and obligations to Israel (v 3); that is, he has been actively 

involved in the implementation of his commitments (cf. B. S. Childs, Memory and Tradition in Israel, SBT 37 

[Naperville, IL: Allenson, 1962] 41—42). Childs‟ summary of remembering on the part of God is found on 

pp. 33, 34: ñMemory is not identical with the action, but it is never divorced from it. é Godôs 

remembering always implies his movement toward the object of his memory. 

98:4 

Tate 

Vv. 4—6 form a subsection of the larger composition in vv. 1—6. The language suggests a 

congregation at festival time being urged to shout and sing praise to Yahweh accompanied by musical 

instruments, except that the call is extended to “all the earth” (v 4). The verses call for acclamation before 

King Yahweh, who is coming in a worldwide manifestation of his salvation and judgment. He has already 

demonstrated the nature of his work in his saving-work for Israel, which has been carried out before the eyes 

of the nations (w 3—4). There is no secret about it, “all the ends of the earth” have already seen it, but the 

climactic denouement of his works is at hand. The enthusiasm of Israelite worship is illustrated in this 

passage. Shouts are raised, praises chanted and sung, while musical instruments are played and horns blown. 

The noise of temple worship was legendary (see 2 Chr 29:25—30; Ezra 3:10—1 3; 1 Esdr 5:59—66). 

Kidner  
The joyful noise of verses 4 and 6 meets us elsewhere as the spontaneous shout that might greet a king or a moment of 
victory. It is the word translated „shout aloud‟ in Zechariah 9:9, the prophecy that was fulfilled on Palm Sunday. The 
unaffected joy of that hour gives us some idea of this greater welcome; so too does this cluster of verbs and catalogue of 
instruments. Break forth is a favorite expression in Isaiah (e.g. Is. i~:~ 44:23; 55:12) for such an outburst of delight, too great 
to be contained. Yet, as human praise, it is articulate and enriched with contributory skills and associations. The verb, 
sing praises, is the source of the word „psalm‟ (see Introduction, p. 37, and the second paragraph on Ps. 92:1ð4); and the 
instruments are among those that regularly enlivened the temple worship (lyre, trumpets, I Ch. 16: 5f‟.) or announced 
some great occasion (the horn proclaimed such events as the year of jubilee, or the accession of a king: Lv. 25 :9ff.; 1 Ki. 
1:39). 

98:5 

98:6 

98:7 

Kidner  
This praise is artless and inarticulate, unlike the praise of man. But it too can be heard already, since the whole earth 
even now is full of God‟s glory. This passage is not only delightful as poetry. With its companion pieces (Ps. 96:11 if.; Is. 
55:1 2f.) it makes the point which Romans 8:19ff. expounds: that nature will not come into its own until man himself,  its 
proper master, is ruled in righteousness and equity. It is a truth which modern man is learning by default and with 
alarm. The same truth is the spring of this psalm‟s happiness, and the reason is found in the phrase of verse 9 which 
sums up the Christian hope: for he comes. 

Tate 

A call for nature to acclaim Yahweh, who is coming to judge the world (98:7—9). These verses are 

very similar to 96:11—13 and function in a similar way in this psalm. The “new song” (v 1) encompasses the 

coming of Yahweh for a new judgment of the world and those who dwell in it. The reign of Yahweh will 

establish right order and equity in the world. 

98:8 

98:9 
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Mays 4 

When verse 13 says “he comes to rule [NRSV, “judge”] the earth,” to what does it refer? To a historical 

or a liturgical or an eschatological event? The language of the psalm and its connections with other texts in 

the Old Testament argue that these alternatives are not mutually exclusive for Old Testament faith. 

According to I Chronicles 16:23—33, Psalm 96 is one of the hymns of praise sung by Asaph and his choral 

guild before the ark after David brought it to Jerusalem. The procession bringing the ark of the LORD 

represented in liturgical drama his coming to his palace-temple as king (see Ps. 24:7—10). The reality 

behind the liturgical act was the marvelous works of salvation, the historical occasions when Israel had 

experienced the intervention of the LORD, moments Israel remembered in epic story (Exodus, Joshua, 

Judges, Samuel) and in poetry celebrating the LORDôS coming in theophany (Psalm 18; note the repetition of 

Ps. 29:1—2 in 98:7—9). Phrases and clauses from Psalm 96 and from Psalms 97 and 98 appear in the 

prophecy of the exilic Isaiah (compare vv. 11—13 with Isa. 40:10; 44:23; 49:13; 55:12; also 59:19f.; 60:1; 

62:11). Isaiah saw the return of the exiles from Babylon as a revelation of the LORD as king and as a 

demonstration of his rule that proved that the gods of the nations were nothing. The past “comings” of the 

LORD have a future. The liturgy remembers and anticipates. The psalm always places those who sing it in the 

presence of the LORD who has come and will rule the earth in righteousness and faithfulness. 

Mays 5 

Psalmists and prophets saw the exodus and the return as a “coming” of the LORD into the affairs of 

human beings (see the comment on Ps. 96:13; and see Isa. 40:10). They believed that the mystery of that 

coming was the meaning of history. The kingdom of God was coming through salvation. The righteousness 

of the LORD shown in the salvation of Israel was the clue to the future of the world. There is, then, a 

prophetic tension in the psalm itself. Its time is in the midst of a history punctuated with manifestations of 

the LORDôS kingship that portend a reign of righteousness and equity. The New Testament witnesses saw in 

Jesus a continuation and climax of these salvific comings. In an echo of verse 3, Mary called her unborn 

child a marvelous deed in which the LORD “remembered his mercy to Israel” (Luke 1:54). Paul saw in the 

gospel of Jesus Christ the salvation of God that reveals God‟s righteousness to the nations (Born. 1:15—17). 

The early Christians chanted the psalm as a hymn about the Christ to express their joy at having found a king 

who brought salvation instead of oppression and misery. When Isaac Watts transformed the psalm into a 

hymn for Christmas, he was tutored by Scripture and tradition—and he got it right. “Joy to the World!” as 

hymn reflects and renews what the psalm has always meant as Christmas liturgy. It catches and repeats the 

exuberance of humankind and nature in recognition of what is happening. It interprets Christmas as decisive 

event in the reign of God, something that changes history for the nations. It maintains the connection 

between salvation and rule: “The Savior reigns.” 

                                                           
4
 From Psalm 96:31 

5
 From Psalm 98:9 
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When You Need to Be Reminded of What Great Things God Has 
Done and Will Do 

Psalms 98, “Joy to the World” 

Background 

Release from the 70 year Babylonian Captivity 

The LORD calls on you to singé 

éa new song, 1a 

Not because old songs are bad or wrong. 

Unless they are theologically incorrect. 

But because new is appropriate on occasion. 

“A new song must be sung for a new orientation” (Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 144). The new 

song is the song which breaks through the restraints of the present circumstances and voices expectation and 

confidence in the future works of God (see Kraus, II, 836).
6
 

A new song gives the singer a fresh perspective on who God is, what he has done, and what he will do and 

what all of that means to the signer. Psalm 96 and 98 aren‟t significantly different in content
7
 but they do put a 

different perspective on similar truth that aids the worshiper in thinking in fresh ways about truth. They also aid the 

worshipper in getting out of his ruts in worship. 

That doesnôt mean that all that is new is necessarily good, either. 

Why you should sing a new song: because of what he has done, 1b-38. 

Three times the word ñsalvationò is used in the sense of deliverance, victory. 

God has done marvelous things,
9
 1c. 

God by himself has done this. 

                                                           
6
 Both quotes taken from Tate, Psalms,  from Psalm 96. 

7
 A point that many commentators make. 

8
 Isaiah 52:7—10 is the prophetic counterpart of the psalm. The prophecy uses the same vocabulary and idiom to announce that 

the return of Israel‟s exiled from Babylon would be a public display of the LORDôS reign. “All the ends of the earth shall see the 

salvation of our God.” What the prophecy foresaw, the psalm declares. On the basis of the declaration, it calls on the whole earth 

to join in Israel‟s joyous acclamation of the LORD as king. The psalm believes and claims that Israel‟s God had been shaping 

Israel‟s particular history to establish and reveal his rule over universal history. 
9
 The occasion for its composition is apparently the deliverance of Israel from Babylonian Captivity. The reason for regarding 

this event as the event that gave rise to this psalm of praise is the fact that quite a few statements in the psalm are obviously 

quoted from Is. 40—66, where the constant theme is this very deliverance, Leupold,  Psalms,  p. 691. 
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Right hand (power) 

Holy arm (right character) 

God has made his salvation knowéto the nations, v 2. 

He remembered
10

 his mercy, love,  and his faithfulness to the house of Israel, and 

his salvation to the ends of the earth, v 3. 

The marvelous thing that the Lord has done for Israel is a remarkable display of His omnipotent power or of 

the strength of His holy arm. Not without reason this restoration of Israel is said to have taken place in the sight 

of the heathen, for the heathen nations had never witnessed an instance when a displaced nation came back to 

its own land and was restored to national unity. As a result the nations were compelled to admit that Israel‟s God 

could do marvelous things. When this work is described as being a display of righteousness, that merely suggests 

that righteousness is apparently something like the energy with which God upholds His promises to His people 

Israel. This gracious work of deliverance is rightly traced back to promises and pledges given by God to His own in 

days of old.
11

 

How should you sing, v 4-6. 

Please note there is a time for loud, boisterous noise. 

Not to say that this is always to be the case. 

How extensive should this new song be, 7-8. 

All things should do it. 

ñAnd heaven and nature singò 

Do you get off the hook because you donôt feel like it or arenôt in the mood? 

Because he comes, v 9 

Immediately to rescue Israel from captivity  

Ultimately to rule and reign over this earth 

He came first to be a savior, Matthew 1:21 

He comes again to be a king, Luke 1:31-33 

Almost equally unique is the further thought that such judgment is a matter for which God is greatly to be 

praised, in other words, judgment has something constructive about it. It accomplishes so much of lasting good 

that men should rejoice exceedingly that the Lord does judge. The servile fear of the unregenerate and the typical 

approach of our day to the very idea of judgment are quite foreign to the thinking of this psalm. 

His judgment gives cause for rejoicing for his children. 

                                                           
10

 Remember, when used of God, never suggests he forgot. God‟s remembering always implies his movement toward the object 

of his memory, action with regards to his promises to his people. 
11

 Leupold, Psalms, p.  692. 
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Someday all of Godôs children will see that the destruction of all wickedness as a good 

thing worthy to praise him for. They will praise him for his mercy in saving them, 

unworthy as they are, and for his justice in destroying all that is offensive to his 

character and harmful to his children. 

In the event God has come for judgment, which judgment, however, appears under a double aspect: first as the 

judgment that humbled Babylon, then as the judgment that raised Israel out of the dust. Judgment has these two 

aspects. But the writer does not stop short with this thought but sees in the one significant act of judgment a prelude 

and guaranty of future judgments in which God will act righteously and ultimately the very last judgment itself as the 

climax. 

So what? 

You need to reflect often on the great things God has done. 

In the ancient past. 

In  your life.  

Reflecting upon Godôs promises fulfilled in the past give us hope that they will be 

fulfilled in the future.  

Even when things arenôt going your way or you donôt feel like it. 

You need to gather together with other people and sing to the Lord a 
new songðoften. 

Even when things arenôt going your way or you donôt feel like it. 

You ought to rejoice that he came to be a savior of lost people 
everywhere, Matthew 1:21 

You need to have confident assurance that he will come again! 

It will help purify you, 1 John 3:3 

It will give you hope to carry on in the darkest hour, 2 Tim 1:12. 

He will come to rule the earth ñwith truth and grace.ò 


