Joy to the World #2

“Repeat the Sounding Joy.” 

Psalm 98

The second verse of “Joy to the World” continues the theme of the first:

Joy to the earth! the Saviour reigns;

Let men their songs employ;

While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains

Repeat the sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy,

Repeat, repeat the sounding joy.

In this stanza we see the essence, the exercise, and the echo of our praise.

The Essence of Our Praise

We see the essence of our praise in Psalm 98:1-3,

Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him. The Lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations. He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.

The psalm is an invitation—no, it is more like a command—to sing a new song. But this is not just about singing a song; this is about singing “to the Lord.” The essence of our praise is always to be directed to God, regarding who He is and what He has done. In this particular psalm, our praise is about what God has done: “His right hand and His holy arm have worked salvation for Him.” Obviously, since God is a spirit, He does not have a body, so the references to His hand and arm are metaphorical.
 This common use of attributing human features to God is called “anthropomorphism,” and is seen in many Old Testament texts regarding God’s eyes, ears, mouth, hands, and feet. Here these vivid expressions symbolize both His strength (the right hand being usually the more active and powerful of the two) and His direct intervention on behalf of his people.

As mentioned last week, many scholars believe this psalm was written in the aftermath of a great military victory on behalf of God’s people. Whether it refers to the exodus from Egypt or the downfall of Babylon, observers might interpret these events in terms of military power; the psalmist viewed them in terms of God. That is always a good way to look at events in life: God is in control. These events may be of personal interest or of international significance, but behind them all are God’s power and wisdom.

In verse two we read, “The Lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations.” God’s saving acts in behalf of His people are also His self-revelation to the nations; in this sense God is His own evangelist.
 Isaiah 52:10 states, “The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God.” (Once again we see the anthropomorphism of “God’s arm.”)

In more common terms, this is the power of our personal testimony. When we share what God has done in our lives, others will see the power and wisdom of God at work. We must be careful in our worship and our witness that God receives the praise and glory, not us. He alone is worthy.

There is a New Testament parallel to this psalm that is related to the birth of Christ. After being told by the angel that she would bear the Messiah, Mary hurried off to Jerusalem to visit her relative Elizabeth, who was also miraculously bearing a child. When Elizabeth welcomed Mary with open arms, Mary responded with a song recorded in Luke 1:46-55. It has become known as the Magnificat, Latin for the opening words, “My soul magnifies the Lord.” John Phillips calls Psalm 98, “The Magnificat of the Old Testament,” explaining,

It is a haunting echo of Psalm 98. We read this psalm, then we read Mary’s magnificent hymn, and we can trace all the way through her song the underlying themes of this psalm. It is as though Mary had been meditating on this psalm all the way up to Jerusalem. Elizabeth’s song invoked Mary’s new song, one right out of this old song which had been in the Hebrew hymnbook for approximately five hundred years.

C. H. Spurgeon agrees: “These parallels are very striking; and it seems as if Mary had this Psalm in her eye when she composed her song of triumph.”
 Historically, we see that in the second reformed Prayer Book of 1552 alternative songs were added, and the Psalm 98 was supplied for optional use in place of the Magnificat.
 This Old Testament psalm and New Testament song are clearly connected.

Throughout Psalm 98 we see references to “the house of Israel” and “the whole world.” Some might be tempted to interpret verse three, “He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God,” as an indication that God’s salvation will be universal—that all people will ultimately be saved. 

As appealing as such a notion is, we must not fall into the trap of universalism—the belief that God will ultimately save all people, so that none will be eternally lost. The Bible clearly teaches that those people who reject Jesus Christ as the only way to God will spend eternity in the Lake of Fire—Hell—even though it was only created for the devil and his demons. While the house of Israel—including all Old and New Testament believers—will be saved, the whole world will witness God’s salvation, not experience it.

The Exercise of Our Praise

Moving on to Psalm 98:4-6, we see the exercise of our praise:

Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music; make music to the Lord with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, with trumpets and the blast of the ram’s horn—shout for joy before the Lord, the King. 

Sing, shout, and resound are the first verbs in verses 1, 4, and 7. With them the three sections begin. Many other joyful noises, however, come tumbling out as the psalm proceeds. Between the framing shouts of verses 4 and 6, the middle section is full of music, and in verses 7–9 the resounding sea is accompanied by clapping rivers and singing mountains.
 As one writer puts it, “The earth’s music must be appropriate for the momentous event that it celebrates.”

Verse four says to “shout joyfully.” This speaks of a great cheer, greeting and welcoming a king.
 This same idea is seen in Zechariah 9:9, 

Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

If that sounds familiar, you may be thinking of Palm Sunday, on which occasion Matthew quotes this verse from Zechariah as being fulfilled when Jesus rode into the city of Jerusalem less than a week before He was crucified.

But the shout was only the beginning, for singing and the playing of instruments followed. Loud music played and sung with enthusiasm was characteristics of Jewish worship, as we saw last week in 2 Chronicles 5:11–14; Ezra 3:10–13; and Nehemiah 12:27–43.

The Hebrew verb translated “sing praises” is the source of our word “psalm”; and the instruments are among those that regularly enlivened the temple worship or announced some great occasion—the horn proclaimed such events as the year of jubilee, or the accession of a king in Leviticus 25:9ff and 1 Kings 1:39.

Three types of musical instruments are mentioned here: the harp, which could have anywhere from 3 to 12 strings (not unlike our guitars); trumpets, the special long, straight trumpets of the sanctuary (referred to only here in Psalms; but also see Numbers 10:2-3, 10); and a ram’s horn, which was the more common trumpet, referred to also in Psalm 47:5; 81:3; 150:3; and in Joel 2:1).

The Hebrew word translated “ram’s horn” here (v. 6) is shofar. The shofar was blown in several contexts: summoning warriors to battle and signaling the beginning of an attack (Jdg 3:27; 7:20; Job 39:25; Jer 4:19-21); summoning worshipers to Jerusalem (Isa 27:13); announcing important news, whether celebratory or disastrous (1Sa 13:3; Eze 33:3-6; Joel 2:1, 17; Am 2:2); during coronation ceremonies, such as Solomon’s (1Ki 1:34) and Jehu’s (2Ki 9:13); and on holy occasions such as the Day of Atonement during the year of Jubilee (Lev 25:9); David’s return of the ark to Jerusalem (2Sa 6:15); The covenant renewal ceremony during Asa’s religious reforms (2Ch 15:14) and regular temple worship (Ps 47:5; 81:3; 98:6; 150:3).

Verse four directs us to “burst into jubilant song” (other versions use the phrase, “break forth.”) This is a favorite expression in Isaiah (e.g., Isa. 14:7; 44:23; 55:12) for such an outburst of delight, too great to be contained.
 The world, in the psalmist’s imagination, cannot contain the delight God inspires.

How unlike the worship of so many churches today! Leon Morris observes,

Christians have done some astonishing things through the centuries. But have they done anything more astonishing than to take the cheerful and exhilarating thing that New Testament Christianity is and make it into the solemn and joyless and weary routine that so often passes for Christianity these days? We have succeeded in something nearly impossible: we have made Christianity dull.

Of course, we pay lip service to its joyfulness. There is too much in the New Testament about joy for us to do anything else. We sometimes even sing hymns with words like, “Floods of joy o’er my soul like the sea billows roll since Jesus came into my heart.” But when it comes to living out the faith, there is precious little of the joy to be seen.

Take worship. We begin by clothing ourselves in something uncomfortable. Then we sit in uncomfortable pews and get ourselves into a decently uncomfortable frame of mind. Only then are we ready to worship. We sing hymns in the tempo of a dirge. We take the service with the utmost seriousness and regard it as quite wrong to laugh at any point. We listen to a sermon (the very word has a solemn ring) in which we are exhorted to some Christian duty. Churchgoing has become a duty, not a joy.

There is an element of caricature in this. But churchgoers will recognize that there is also an unpleasant amount of truth. Joy is not a quality anyone spontaneously associates with being Christian. C. S. Lewis entitled his autobiography Surprised by Joy, and he was right. To most it comes as quite a surprise to find joy anywhere in Christianity.

If I may borrow from the letter of James, “My brothers [and sisters], this should not be!” The exercise of our praise ought to be joyous, jubilant, and heartfelt. Our worship ought to be a reflection of the greatness of our God and His mighty works!

The Echo of Our Praise

Finally we read of the echo of our praise in Psalm 98:7-9,

Let the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy; let them sing before the Lord, for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples with equity. 
Nature echoes and reverberates the joy of God’s people as they anticipate the coming of the Great King. The rejoicing of animal and plant life in the sea and on earth in verse 7 constitutes the totality of all of created life, as does the contrasting pair “rivers” and “mountains” in verse 8. The “groaning” of nature depicted in Romans 8:19–21 (which we will consider in our next study) will give way to rejoicing at his coming.

Isaiah 55:12 says in similar language, “You will go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and hills will burst into song before you, and all the trees of the field will clap their hands.” In highly imaginative style the roaring seas, the clapping waves, and the singing hills are a part of this symphony.
 The roaring of the sea is its worship; in the splashing of the floods we can hear them clap their hands.

We do not usually think of the world of nature as being able to worship. Yet consider how nature responded when Jesus was on earth. Phillips notes,

When He was here before, He could walk calmly on the waves or just as simply hush them to sleep. He could ride an unbroken colt through cheering, shouting, palm-waving crowds. He could command the fish of the sea to fling themselves into Simon Peter’s net, or he could summon a single fish to rise to Peter’s line. He could command the cock to crow. Water blushed into wine at His word; loaves and fish multiplied in His hands, graves gave up their dead, demons and disease fled before Him, creation’s rocks shook beneath Him, the very sun in the sky extinguished its light. All creation owned that its mighty Maker had come. And now, as the psalmist looks down the centuries, he sees that He has come again. Creation goes delirious with delight.

I am reminded of an incident on Palm Sunday, as recorded in Luke 19:39-40,:

Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!” 

“I tell you,” he replied, “if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” 
I wonder if in our churches today the walls and rafters might not begin praising!

What does this say to us today? I believe the psalms also teach how to adore and praise God, activities we Americans perform with notorious awkwardness. According to the psalms, praise need not always be sober and reflective. The psalmists praised God with joyous abandon, and as a result their worship services may well have resembled a modern pep rally more than a sedate symphony concert. “Sing for joy! Shout aloud!” they command. Musical instruments in those days included cymbals, tambourines, trumpets, rams’ horns, harps, and lyres. Sometimes dancing erupted. A new song breaks out: “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song” (Psalm 98:4). Nature itself joins in: “Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy” (Psalm 98:8).

The psalms wonderfully solve the problem of a praise-deficient culture by providing the necessary words. We merely need to enter into those words, letting the content of the psalms realign our inner attitudes. Dietrich Bonhoeffer suggests that the psalms are God’s language course. Just as infants learn the mother tongue from their parents, Christians can learn the language of prayer from Psalms.

In Psalm 98 we see the essence, the exercise, and the echo of our praise. We praise and worship God for who He is and what He has done. We do so by singing, shouting, and sharing with others the marvelous things He has done in our lives: “To God be the glory—great things He hath done!” And when we do, we will be at one with nature, which echoes our worship and praise. As Isaac Watts put it in the second stanza of “Joy to the World,”

Joy to the earth! the Saviour reigns;

Let men their songs employ;

While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains

Repeat the sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy,

Repeat, repeat the sounding joy.

Just remember, in order for nature to “repeat the sounding joy,” we must first sound that joy! Let’s not let the stones cry out is praise and worship because we keep quiet!
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