
 

Joy to the World!                Pastor Tom 
~ Psalm 98              December 19, 2021  
  

It’s supposed to be a “Holly Jolly Christmas”. It’s supposed to be the most wonderful time of the 

year.  But what if it’s not?  What if Christmas only heightens one pain, or sense of loss?  What if the 

expectation of joy actually worsens our troubles? 

Christmas can be a great time. It can also be incredible hard for those who go into their first 

Christmas without a loved one.  Or you reflect on your hopes for 2021 and realize life took a very different 

turn.  So when we hear a song title “Joy to the World” it can almost seem like a slap in the face. “Joy to 

the World? – I can’t even find joy in my life- you might say. Is it remotely possible to experience a type of 

joy that does not depend on circumstances? 

I’m going to try to prove today that the answer can be “Yes”. It’s possible to experience a type of 

joy that does not depend on a Holly Jolly Christmas.  So here’s my point for today that I’m going to try to 

prove.  

To experience joy this Christmas, we must praise the Lord now for His great acts, past, 

present and future.  Notice there is nothing in that statement about our current situation.   Yet if we 

actually follow this, it can potentially help us walk through our life difficulties.   We may even sing “Joy to 

the World” with honesty and agreement. 

Today, we’re going to explore this possibility.  To do that, we will look at the Psalm that inspired 

Isaac Watts to write “Joy to the World.  Psalm 98 answer a questions that our statement raises.  What 

are the Lord’s great acts?  Then we’ll ask: How might praising the Lord lead to joy?  I pray that God will 

use this time to help us discover some high level joy because He is in our lives.  So we’ll read Psalm 98. 

We learn about the back story for “Joy to the World.”  Then we’ll unpack our statement.  

  
Psalm 98 

A Psalm. 

98 Oh 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. 
2 The LORD has made known his salvation; 
    he has revealed his righteousness in the sight of the nations. 
3 He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness 
    to the house of Israel. 
All the ends of the earth have seen 
    the salvation of our God. 
4 Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; 
    break forth into joyous song and sing praises! 
5 Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, 
    with the lyre and the sound of melody! 
6 With trumpets and the sound of the horn 
    make a joyful noise before the King, the LORD! 
7 Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 
    the world and those who dwell in it! 
8 Let the rivers clap their hands; 
    let the hills sing for joy together 
9 before the LORD, for he comes 
    to judge the earth. 
He will judge the world with righteousness, 
    and the peoples with equity. 
 
 

This Psalm inspired Isaac Watts to write “Joy to the World”.  He was an English minister who lived 

from 1674-1748.  He came from a family of religious dissenters.  This meant they did not subscribe to 

the official state religion – the Church of England.  This limited Watts from studying at the highest 

universities or entering politics.  Yet he gained a classic education and entered the ministry in a 

Congregational church.  At that time, it was common for churchgoers to sing the Psalms exactly as they 

were written.  

 Watts introduced something new that greatly impacted congregational singing.  He began to 

interpret the Psalms from a New Testament perspective.  Then he wrote songs from the Psalms that 

included Christ.  He is credited with writing 750 hymns.  Some call him the “Godfather of English Hymns.”  

His works include “When I survey the wondrous cross” and “Our God, Our help in ages past.”   

 In 1719, he wrote perhaps the most joyous Christmas carol that we still sing today.  “Joy to the 

World” is now 300 years old.  It is based on a Christian interpretation of Psalm 98, Psalm 96, verses 11-

12 and Genesis 3:17-18 about the curse.   Since the 20th century, Joy to the World has been the most 

published Christmas hymn in North America.   



 

 In the first and second verses, he writes of heaven and earth rejoicing at the coming of the King.   

The third verse focuses on his reflection of how Christ’s coming dealt with the curse talked about in 

Genesis 3.  The fourth verse celebrates Christ’s rule over the nations.  It calls them to celebrate because 

God’s faithfulness to Israel brought salvation to the nations.   

 So with this in mind, let’s return to Psalm 98 – which inspire part of the “Joy to the World.”  

To experience joy this Christmas, we need to praise the Lord now for His great acts past, present 

and future.  What are the Lord’s great acts?  The Psalm begins with one of the Lords great actions in 

the past.  It starts by declaring “O sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things.”  So 

the Lord has done some things or actions that require a new song.  The Psalmist invites the worshippers 

to sing a new song in response to the marvelous acts of the Lord.  Now to us, the word marvelous may 

not really grab our attention.  It’s just another modifier. But to original readers, marvelous meant 

miraculous.  A marvel is something extraordinary.  It is something rarely if ever seen before.  So the Lord 

did not do ordinary things.  He has done marvelous things.   

What are they?  All that follows in verses 1-3.  They center on one theme.  You find it in all three 

verses.  Verse 1 – His right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for Him.  Verse 2 – The Lord 

has made known his salvation.  At the end of verse 3 we read “All the ends of the earth have seen the 

salvation of our God.”  The Lord did marvelous acts of salvation. (98:1-3).   

These are supernatural acts.  These acts are plural or many.  The Lord has done marvelous 

things not a marvelous thing.  The Psalmist then lists many different aspects of salvation.  So in verse 1, 

His right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him.  So this implies some sort of great act of 

deliverance.  Maybe it’s the Exodus.  Maybe it refers to one of the many other ways the Lord delivered 

His people in times of trouble.  He did not need human help.  He did it Himself with His right hand and 

arm. 

Did you notice something strange at the end of verse 1?  It says his righteousness and holy arm 

have worked salvation FOR him.  Not by Him. Not from Him.  What?  The Lord does not need saving.  

The word “for” cannot mean the Lord’s actions produced salvation for Himself.  Instead, it must have 



 

something to do with His overall plan or purposes.  One commentator puts it like this.  “For him stresses 

that salvation is the Lord’s plan; he has achieved what he set out to achieve.”  So in a way it’s like the 

Lord’s saving work brings joy to the Lord.  He accomplishes His great saving work.  He takes pleasure in 

saving.  We often think more of the price the Lord paid to save us. This points to the satisfaction He 

experienced in saving His people.     

Then in verse 2 we see the Lord making known his salvation.  A saving plan doesn’t do much 

good if those needing salvation don’t know about it.  Say a group of hikers get lost on a mountain.  So a 

ranger goes out to rescue them and show them the path down.  It doesn’t do the hikers much good if the 

rescuer sees hikers from a distance and keeps the knowledge of his presence and the path down the 

mountain to himself.  He has to make his presence known and share the path down.  We needed the 

Lord to make known to us His salvation because we couldn’t come up with it ourselves.   

Notice also, in verse 2, the Lord revealed His righteousness in the sight of the nations.  So news 

about these great acts of deliverance spread to other nations.  This could refer to the many ways the 

Lord delivered Israel on their way to the Promised Land.  One example of this occurs in the book of 

Joshua with the woman Rahab.  She lived in a Jericho and had contact with Israel’s spies.  In Joshua 

2:9-11 she says “I know that the Lord has given you the land, and that the fear of you has fallen upon us, 

and that all the inhabitants of the land melt away before you.  For we have heard how the Lord dried up 

the water of the Red Sea before you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of 

the Amorites . . . and as soon as we heard it, our hearts melted, and there was no spirit left in any man 

because of you, for the Lord your God, he is God in the heavens above and on the earth beneath.”  That’s 

someone from another nation who heard about the Lord’s righteousness and saving acts. 

The marvelous things the Lord has done continue in verse 3.  “He has remembered his steadfast 

love and faithfulness to the house of Israel.”   The steadfast love of the Lord refers to a committed love 

that remains faithful through the ups and downs of relationship.  Though Israel broke faith with the Lord 

many times, He remained faithful.  If we’re honest about ourselves, this describes our walk with God.  We 

break faith with him.  We don’t remain true to him.  We sin every day.  Yet He remains faithful.   



 

In just 3 verses, the Psalmist rapid fires these many examples of the Lord’s marvelous saving 

works.  The Lord has done and continues to do His saving work in our lives if we come to Him for 

salvation.  He saves us from the destructive impact of sin on our lives.  He saves us from the penalty of 

sin.  He continues to save us from the power of sin.  He delivers us from danger, disease, demons and 

destruction.   

To experience joy this Christmas, we need to praise the Lord now for His great acts past, present 

and future.  Verses 1-3 describe the Lord’s great saving acts in the past.  Verse 9 gives us one of the 

Lord’s great acts in the future.  Let’s hear verses 7-9 again.  “Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; the world 

and those who dwell in it!  Let the rivers clap their hands; let the hills sing for joy together before the Lord, 

FOR he comes to judge the earth.  He will judge the world with righteousness and the peoples with equity.  

He will judge the world with righteousness and the peoples with equity.  (98:9). So the Lord is 

coming as the righteous judge.  Do you see that as good news?  Do you like being judged?  I think many 

of us might struggle to see how this is good news.  We moderns don’t like anyone having authority over 

us.  We crave and cherish personal autonomy or self-rule.  We Christians even quote Jesus words in 

Matthew 7:1.  “Judge not that you not be judged.”  So we conclude its most loving to have no judging of 

any kind.  But Jesus is not cancelling out any and all judgment with His teaching.  He directs “Judge not 

lest you be judged” to people who looked down on others and regularly pointed out their faults.  Yet they 

neglected to address their own massive shortcomings.  Yet judgment is still necessary.   In fact, in a few 

verses later in Matthew 7:5, Jesus affirm the value of lovingly correcting others after we have admitted 

and confessed our own sinfulness.  Yet we have been so immersed in the culture that says “no one can 

judge anyone else’s life” that we conclude all judgment is bad.   

We don’t like judgment until we are wronged and seek justice.  There are many ways that people 

wrong one another.  

How might we experience injustice today?  Think about possible injustice at work.  Some 

employers do not treat their employees justly.  They try to squeeze more work from employees for less 

pay.  Or the employer fails to provide good working conditions, leadership and direction. The employer 



 

may refuse to take into account difficult circumstances in the employee’s life.  On the other hand, 

sometimes employees mistreat employers.  They try to take advantage of every possible loophole to gain 

more pay, more time off or less work.  They constantly file grievances that consume time and resources 

that could be better spent on the businesses purpose.  Or they fail to consider the difficulties their 

employer faces and the decisions they need to make.   

When the Lord returns to judge the world with righteousness and the people’s with equity, he will 

call to account employers who mistreated employees; and employees who mistreated employers or gave 

their managers constant headaches by being difficult and uncooperative.  If you have endured either of 

these, the Lord will make right all the hurts, frustrations and pain you’ve experienced because of some 

unjust treatment.   

Think about injustice in business relationships.  Maybe you made some major purchase that went 

wrong.  The seller gave you a faulty product or failed to resolve some major problem in your purchase.  

They use a loophole or lack of appropriate documentation to excuse their own responsibility.  Or maybe 

you are in business and you have experienced customers who constantly try to take advantage of 

warranties or come at you with questionable claims.  The Lord will call to account dishonest sellers and 

buyers who have tried to take advantage of other humans.   

Consider injustice in the justice system.  Some who are falsely accused work for years to overturn 

a wrongful charge or case.  Some never see justice served.  Or we sometimes see obviously guilty 

defendants get off on a technicality.  When the Lord returns, false accusations will be exposed and the 

guilty who escaped will face the righteous judge.   

Maybe you have been wronged by another person – a friend; family member; spouse; former 

boyfriend/girlfriend; former spouse; child; parent.  The offense has never been made right.  It has not 

been acknowledged.  There has been no repentance; no restitution.  Maybe the offender died or moved 

away or smugly continues to offend with no remorse.  It will not go well for them when the Lord comes to 

judge the earth.  He will sweep away all justifications, excuses, twisting of events and manipulation 

tactics.  He will call to account every lie; every bit of slander or gossip or bullying tactic.   



 

Some of you have experienced discrimination for your skin color, or gender or accent or ethnicity 

or economic class or intelligence.  The Lord will expose and confront each one of these wrongs.   We 

know this because of text like Matthew 12:36-37.  Jesus says, “I tell you on the Day of Judgment people 

will give account for every careless word they speak, for by your words you will be justified and by your 

words you will be condemned.”  Or Ecclesiastes 12:14 - “For God will bring every deed into judgment, 

with every secret thing, whether good or evil.”  One day, the Lord will return to judge the world with 

righteousness and the people with equity. We can look forward to this great act of the Lord. 

He has done marvelous acts of salvation.  So these are just 2 of the many great acts of the Lord 

found in the Bible and throughout our lives.  So now we have at least these 2 great acts in mind.  Our 

main point said – “To experience joy this Christmas, we must praise the Lord now for His great acts past, 

present and future.”   

How might praising the Lord lead to joy?         

One - Praising the Lord gives us renewed perspective.  When we praise God it redirects our 

praise to where it really needs to be.  We often spend our praise on that which ultimately cannot satisfy, 

buying things, looking for likes on social media.  Yet we were created to glorify the Lord.  When we praise 

the Lord and remember His great acts, it reorients us to the most important compass point in our lives – 

God Himself.  When we orient our lives according to Him, so much else falls into place.   

When we join others in doing this, it can lift our spirits.  Two - Praising the Lord with others can 

lift our spirits.  Notice what happens when we think about the Lord and His marvelous acts.  It moves 

our focus away from our problems for a while.  Then when we’re done praising the Lord, we look at our 

problems with a healthier perspective.  We remember that our Lord has done and continues to do the 

marvelous work of salvation in our lives.  We also can look forward with hope when He returns to a time 

when all wrongs will be made right.  So we also can rejoice in the “glories of His righteousness.”  

There is something uplifting about joining with others in praise.  Recently, I attended a virtual 

worship service with Church Renewal and the pastor’s peer mentoring group I’ve joined.  About 750 

people from around the world participated in this service.  So you could see them all in their little screens.  



 

It was amazing to see people from Africa, Latin America and Asia along with a few Canadians, join 

together in worshipping the Lord.  We were led by a worship team in Spain who sang a familiar song in 

Spanish. It didn’t matter that it was a different language for me.  It was just uplifting to join together with 

all these others who praised the Lord together.   

How can praising the Lord help?  Three - Praising the Lord somehow connects us to rest of 

creation praising the Lord.  Have you ever observed how nature, in all its glory, actually declares God’s 

glory?  God created it all. God made it so that we can see these wonders in creation.  So when we see 

some beautiful scene or interesting animal or striking color, these praise the Lord in their own unique 

ways.    Notice how all creation will join in praise in the latter half of the Psalm?  The sea roars.  The 

rivers clap their hands.  The hills sing for joy together.  The carol talks about this with phrases “And 

heaven and nature sing;” or “While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains, repeat the sounding joy.”    

Yet nature does not yet praise the Lord to the fullest.  When Christ returns, nature will unleash a 

praise unlike anything we have ever seen.  It will be released from its frustration and limitation caused by 

the fall and sin.  Romans 8:18-23 talk about this.  “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time 

are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.  For the creation waits in eager longing 

for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because 

of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and 

obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.   For we know that the whole creation has been 

groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.  And not only creation, but we ourselves, who have 

the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies.”  

There’s something about joining creation in praising the Lord that also lifts our soul.   Even this 

week on the morning of Tuesday’s snowstorm, I noticed the unique ways the new snow decorated the 

trees on my way to work and praise the Lord. 

Praising the Lord is commanded throughout Scripture and the Lord’s commands are 

always for our good.  Notice the commands throughout this Psalm.  Sing a new song.  Make a joyful 



 

noise to the Lord, all the earth.   Break forth into joyous song and sing praises.  God’s commands are for 

our good.  He doesn’t command us to do stuff to stroke His ego.  His commands direct us to His life-

giving Spirit.  Through praise we can experience the refreshment of God.  To experience joy this 

Christmas, we must praise the Lord now for His great acts, past, present and future. 

So how might we get over the hump of our life difficulties to enter into such praise?  Maybe you have 

trouble sleeping; struggle with anxiety; face cancer; endure a conflicted relationship; face trouble at home; 

live with unrealized dreams.  Maybe you’re angry or dissatisfied with your life situation.  Maybe you think 

you cannot praise God until this is resolved.   

Well, I came across a reading this week that may help.   It’s entitled – “Your life, a sacrifice.”  God 

has redeemed us and given us everything.  In return, we give him our lives, acknowledging him as Lord 

over all.  As we yield the circumstances of our lives – singleness, married with children, infertile, widowed, 

healthy, sick, perplexed, struggling, - he will use them as he did the five loaves and two fish to do greater 

things than we can imagine.  Often the only thing standing in the way of our usefulness is our own 

unhappiness about what we have to offer God; we think we could offer him a married life, but not a single 

one.  Or a healthy life but not one compromised by illness.  Yet God can and will be glorified by anything 

we yield to him to greater things than we can imagine.1   

I think the same applies to praise.  We hesitate to praise God because we’re unsatisfied with our 

lives.  But do you realize what an amazing offering it is to God when you praise and all is not well in your 

life?  That’s a sacrifice of praise.  Through that God is glorified and we get reoriented to Him rather than 

swirl around our own perplexities.  Instead of merely enduring a situation with gritted teeth, offer it God 

as a sacrifice.   

So that’s what we will do today as we close.  To experience the joy of Christmas, we must praise the 

Lord for His great acts, past, present and future.  The Lord saves and continues to save.  The Lord sees 

                                                           
1 Timothy and Kathy Keller; The Meaning of Marriage: A Couple’s Devotional, Penguin, New York, NY, 2011, 2019, 347, 
December 13.   



 

all the wrongs and injustices and will bring them to account on Judgment Day.  The God who can 

accomplish these marvelous acts is on our side today.   

Maybe you don’t know Christ.  You don’t know His saving work in your life.  But that can all change 

today if you receive Him into your life.   That requires us to turn away from going our own direction and 

away from God and turning toward God and His way.  It involves putting the trust of your life not on 

yourself, or someone else or good circumstances or your savings – but on Christ and the work He 

accomplished on the cross for you.  If you sense God’s call to make this change, you can respond to it 

now.  Turn away from your old life.  Turn to Him and trust Christ with your life.  He will save you.  Then 

you can join in deep joy of Christmas.   

 Praise the Lord for your saving work in my life 

 Praise you Lord that you will return as righteous judge 

 I offer up my life just as it is to use it for your glory and my good. 

 

 


