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Greatest gift, highest praise * Psalm 98 

December 25, 2016 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

A few years back, Best Buy released a Christmas advertisement that has really stuck in my head.  

Do you remember this one?  It starts with two parents walking up to an employee and they ask, 

‘we’re looking for something for our twin daughters; do you have any – OH MY GOSH!  OH MY 

GOSH!  I LOVE IT - IT’S PERFECT! And the Best Buy employee replies ‘Oh, yes, what you’re 

looking for is in the ‘ARE YOU SERIOUS?! NO WAY?! AH-HA-HA’ section of the store, which is 

right this way.’  The commercial ends with the tag line ‘The best gifts get the best reactions.’   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsnoSIqy838 

 

It’s a pretty funny commercial and the tag line sums it up well – the best gifts get the best 

reactions.  You can’t help it right?  A really great gift makes your face light up and jump for joy 

with excitement.   

 

Have you ever had that happen?  You open a gift and you think ‘no way!  This is so cool!  I can’t 

believe you would be so generous!’  A great gift deserves a great response.   

 

That concept lies behind Psalm 98.  A great gift prompts a great response.  The psalmist tells us 

all about the great gift God has given and then he calls for a great response, calling the whole 

world into an all-creation orchestra to praise the God who gives.   

 

To guide us through the psalm this morning, I’m going to tweak Best Buy’s tag line for our big 

idea this morning – the greatest gift calls for the highest praise.  The greatest gift calls for the 

highest praise.   

 

Turn with me in your Bibles to Psalm 98 – Psalm 98.  Nine verses – not long – but jam packed 

with excitement.  Structurally speaking, Psalm 98 illustrates our big idea twice over – the 

greatest gift calls for the highest praise.  If you look closely at verse 1 you see the call to praise – 

‘Sing to the LORD a new song’ and then the reason – FOR or BECAUSE ‘He has done marvellous 

things’ and then verses 2 and 3 explain those things.  Highest praise for the greatest gift.   

 

Then the psalm does it again – a call to praise in verse 4 ‘Shout for the joy to the LORD’ and that 

actually goes all the way down to verse 9.  Then, there’s the reason – He will judge the world in 

righteousness.  Highest praise for the greatest gift.   

 

Now I wrote a whole sermon following that outline and I kid you not, when I recorded myself 

practicing it, I yawned twice.  It was so boring.  And I thought ‘that’s not a good representation 

of this psalm’ – I want us to walk away from this psalm going – OH MY GOSH OH MY GOSH ARE 

YOU SERIOUS I LOVE IT!! God has done something amazing - so I’m going to streamline things a 

little in the hope that it will excite your heart the way this psalm should.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsnoSIqy838
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Here’s the plan for this morning – I want to look at the psalm to see this great gift as the 

psalmist would have understood it and to see the highest praise that the gift deserves.  Then I 

want to bring it forward and connect it to Christmas so that we can offer the highest praise for 

the greatest gift.  You ready? 

 

Let’s do it.  The greatest gift.  Verse 1. 

 

Sing to the LORD a new song, for He has done marvellous 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 faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth 

have seen the salvation of our God.   

 

And then verse 9 – 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.   

 

What we have here is a picture of God who has consistently intervened in world history for the 

benefit of His people.  God had committed Himself to Abraham and his sons – that’s the love 

and faithfulness to the house of Israel part – but Israel didn’t always reciprocate and so at 

various times in history, they found themselves oppressed by other nations.  They faced the 

consequences of their unfaithfulness. 

 

With these words though, the psalmist looks back at Israel’s history and recognizes, 

nonetheless, God has intervened to rescue His people.  This being poetry, he alludes to those 

events, rather than listing them, but you can identify God’s interventions by the language the 

psalmist uses. 

 

His right hand and His holy arm?  That’s language consistently used to describe God stepping in 

to help His people.   

 

For example, at the Exodus, God said to Israel: 'I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from 

under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you 

with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment’ (Exodus 6:6). 

 

In Deuteronomy, Moses describes the Exodus like this –  

 

… the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great 

terror and with miraculous signs and wonders. (Deu 26:8 NIV). 
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When Solomon dedicated the Temple, he talked about God’s great name and His mighty and 

His outstretched arm… 

 

 42 for men will hear of your great name and your mighty hand and your outstretched arm--

when he comes and prays toward this temple, (1Ki 8:42 NIV). 

 

Fast forward a few more years and you have Isaiah’s prophecy that God will bring His people 

out of exile and guess what language he uses –  

 

Burst into songs of joy together, you ruins of Jerusalem, for the LORD has comforted his people, 

he has redeemed Jerusalem.  10 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. 

 

You see, the Israelites grew so used to having God intervene on their behalf that they had a 

standard vocabulary to say ‘no matter how bad things are, no matter how oppressed we are, 

God is faithful and He is just and He will lay bare His holy arm to save us.’   

 

And save them He did; I’ve given you references to the Exodus and the return from the 

Babylonian exile; John Goldingay adds to that the conquest of Canaan and deliverance from 

Assyria – notice how God’s saving action is for all the world to see.   

 

Verse 2 - The LORD has made his salvation known and revealed His righteousness to the 

nations.   

 

Egypt, Assyria, Babylon; each of them experienced first-hand God intervening to deliver His 

nations.  They saw God’s justice; they saw His faithfulness and although they couldn’t accept it 

yet, they saw that God was so interested in His people that He would act to save them.   

 

And notice, when God saves, He also takes the lead.  Look at the last verse, verse 9 - He comes 

to judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples with equity (Psa 

98:9 NIV).  To us, ‘judge’ means ‘render a verdict,’ but the word that the psalmist used has two 

shades of meaning – judgment, but also governance.  To judge in righteousness means to rule 

in a way that upholds justice.  This psalm, Hebrew faith, is really rooted in the conviction that 

God will intervene and ultimately come to rule the world with justice.   

 

So this is the greatest gift, as far as the psalmist knows – the God of justice is so committed to 

the people of Israel that He will intervene in world history to save them.   That IS a great gift. 

 

And as we’ve said, the great gift calls for the highest praise and boy, the psalmist really outdoes 

himself here.  He starts off in verse 1 ‘Sing to the LORD a new song’ and then there’s the 
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extended reason why that we’ve just talked about, but then verse 4, he really kicks it into 

overdrive.  Join me at verse 4: 

 

4 Shout for joy to the LORD, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music; 

 5 make music to the LORD with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, 

 6 with trumpets and the blast of the ram's horn-- shout for joy before the LORD, the King. 

 7 Let the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. 

 8 Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy; 

 9 let them sing before the LORD (Psa 98:4-9 NIV). 

 

In light of the great gift of God – His faithful intervention on behalf of His people – call together 

the all-creation orchestra and let’s make some noise.  Let’s raise the roof with praise.   

 

In a sense, he calls for a crescendo in song – in verses 5 – 6 and calls human beings to praise 

God with instruments and then verse 7-9 he calls the whole created order to burst forth in 

song.   

 

And there’s something neat tucked into verse 6 – when we hear ‘make music with the 

trumpets,’ we’re apt to think ‘oh the psalmist wants to hear some Louis Armstrong or Dizzy 

Gillespie.’  But that’s not the kind of trumpets he’s thinking about.  Think back to all those old 

Robin Hood movies you’ve seen.  When you hear the trumpets, who’s coming?  Or maybe I 

should put it like this – when the King comes, what instrument do you play?  Not the banjo.  

(Fanfare)  The trumpets.  You play the trumpets to announce the King is here.  

 

And given that the King has consistently intervened in world history, the psalmist calls all of 

creation to join together in the highest of praise for the greatest of gifts.  Think in Best Buy 

terms – the psalmist lays out the amazing gift of God – salvation, relationship, just rule – and he 

calls the whole world to respond – OH MY GOSH OH MY GOSH ARE YOU SERIOUS?  I LOVE IT?!  

PRAISE THE LORD! 

 

Now at this point, you might be thinking, ok, that’s great for Israel, but what about us?  As a 

part of ‘the nations,’ we’re like a guest at a birthday party, watching, seeing these great gifts 

that the birthday boy gets to open, but never receiving them, because they’re not for us.   

 

God intervenes in history to save His people – that’s true – but who are His people?  The 

psalmist knew that the nations could see that God was a saving God, but he might never have 

anticipated that Gentiles like us would receive that gift too. 

 

But, do you remember what Simeon said from last night’s reading?  Jesus was born, Mary and 

Joseph took Him to the temple to dedicate him, and this faithful old man, waiting for the 

consolation of Israel, comes out of the shadows, takes Jesus in his arms and says: 
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29 "Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace. 

 30 For my eyes have seen your salvation, 

 31 which you have prepared in the sight of all people, 

 32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel" (Luk 2:29-32 NIV).  

 

Wait, did he just say ‘a light for revelation to the Gentiles?’  You mean, this baby came to reveal 

that the greatest gift is for us too?  That this baby in Simeon’s arms was God intervening in 

world history for OUR benefit?  You bet.   

 

When Jesus was born, God was doing a marvellous thing.  He stretched out His right hand and 

His holy arm to accomplish the greatest salvation of all.   

 

He sent His Son into the world to deliver us from the greatest oppressor of all – sin.  Our natural 

inclination to put our own will before God’s will.  And remember, God is just, so He naturally 

destroys sin the way that a bonfire naturally burns up paper that gets too close.  Our conscious 

decisions to ignore God have consequences.   

 

But because of His great mercy,  

God sent His Son into the world to save the world.   

He came as a baby  

to die on the Cross  

bearing the consequences of our sin  

so that we could be forgiven, and  

live under the protection of the great king.   

 

When we trust that Jesus was born and died to make us right with God, we become God’s 

people, under His protection, so that no matter what we face, we know God is with us, working 

to bring goodness out of every circumstance.   

 

And so this psalm takes on a new meaning doesn’t it?   

 

He has done marvelous things;  

The God of the universe  

who created wood and wheat,  

now lay in a manger full of straw  

so He could die on cross to save you and me. 

And I mean YOU AND ME.   

The LORD has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations.   

The angel choirs and the apostles and martyrs through the years have spread the news. 
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He will come judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples with 

equity (Psa 98:1-9 NIV). 

 

Christmas means that every wrong will be righted, every injustice paid back and we live even 

now under a King who delights in us.  That’s a great gift that deserve highest praise.   

 

Isaac Watts (1674-1748) certainly thought so.  He read Psalm 98 and said ‘this is totally for us.’ 

 

And then he took verse 1 literally – ‘Sing a new song to the LORD’ – okay, well… he took these 

words and rewrote for all God’s children to sing.  You know what song it is?   

 

Joy to the world. 

 

Joy to the world! The Lord is come; 

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare him room, 

And heaven and nature sing, 

 

Verse 2 

Joy to the earth! the savior reigns; 

Let men their songs employ; 

While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains 

Repeat the sounding joy, 

Do you hear the all creation orchestra getting called together here?   

 

Verse 3 

No more let sins and sorrows grow, 

Nor thorns infest the ground; 

He comes to make his blessings flow 

Far as the curse is found, 

 

Now this is a powerful verse and it’s a shame it sometimes gets cut.  You know what the curse 

is?  When Adam and Eve put their will before God’s, God cursed the land, and thorns and 

thistles would grow freely where tomatoes and cucumbers used to.  The curse is consequence 

of our rebellion against God.  But Jesus came to reverse the curse, to save us from the curse – 

and make His blessings flow far as the curse is found.  How far is the curse found?  

EVERYWHERE – that’s how far He has come to pour out His blessing.   

 

Verse 4 – we hear the fulfillment of our Psalm’s verse 9  

He rules the world with truth and grace, 
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And makes the nations prove (prove is just an archaic way of saying ‘experience for 

themselves’) 

The glories of his righteousness, 

And wonders of his love, 

 

In a world of injustice and selfishness, we can know what life is like under the King who is in His 

very nature justice and we share that this others.  We can know what it is to live under the 

wonder of His love and share that with others.   

 

Anybody ready to dance?  Scream out ‘Oh my gosh!  I love it!  It’s just what I needed!’  We 

should.   

 

The greatest gift calls for the highest praise.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

 

29 "Sovereign Lord, dismiss your servants now in peace. 

 30 For our eyes have seen your salvation, 

 31 which you have prepared in the sight of all people, 

 32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel" (Luk 2:29-32 NIV).  

 


