
As I started out looking at the this text, I was trying to remember why I picked it.  If the truth be told, I originally picked it for last weeks text, but was frustrated by its' lack of clearly stating that Christmas is the Father's gift to us.  So I switched it with Ephesians which did a much clearer job.  As I had more time to dig into the text this week, I discovered why the switch happened.


In the 150 Psalms, there are a wide variety of songs.  Surprisingly, most are of lament.  If the psalms were organized by today's standards, the majority would be the blues.  Each of the Psalms were written for an occasion or situation.  As you heard our psalm today, hopefully you were able to realize that this was not a blues psalm, but a praise and worship psalm.  If you need something to compare it to, it is by no accident that Joy to the World is the song of worship to God that follows.  For when Isaac Watts wrote Joy to the World, he used Psalm 98 as its basis.  Verse 1 of the song covers verses 1-3 from the passage.  4-9 all inspire verse 2 with the men, fields, floods, rocks hills and plains repeating the sounding joy.


So we now know the genre of the psalm, but we are left to ask, when did the Israelites sing such a psalm.  Which occasion did the Lord do a new and marvelous thing that showed his love and mercy working towards Salvation?


I was stumped for some time, as I looked at the psalm itself and tried to find the context clues that would lead the people to sing such a song.  It was obvious that the Lord had just accomplished the task, since there are imperatives to the people demanding that they sing to the Lord at the beginning.  By the time you reach the middle stanza in verse 4-6 every verb is an imperative.  Shouting, bursting into song, making music, crying out with singing, blasting the ram's horn are all to be done right away.  They are not to be done at some future point, when God has fulfilled his promises.  But they are to be done right now, because the promises have been fulfilled.


So we are back to our question, which of the numerous things that God has done for our salvation are the people to be celebrating and singing about in Israel's history.  Having not remembered why I chose this psalm, I went to look at the lectionary readings to see where this psalm fell.  


Surprise, surprise, it is the psalm that is sung during the season of Christmas.  Which makes prefect sense.  During the season of Christmas, we sing new songs because of the marvelous things that the Lord has done, in that he sent his right hand, his Holy arm, his Son who sits near his right hand on the throne of the universe to come and live amongst us and be the present that does work salvation in our lives and in the whole of the created order.


As we read on, it sounds just like a description of Jesus Christ.  His salvation was made known to the people and the nations.  It happened through the angels, shepherds, Magi, and eventually Jesus and his teaching itself.  Righteousness was revealed to the nations.  In the process of calling Mary and Joseph to be the parents of such a child, the love that was promised and God's continued faithfulness to Israel was remembered.  In the end, all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.


However, 6-800 years before Christ came, this psalm of David was written.  So, while in the context we want to put it, it works great.  What was the original setting of this psalm so that we can at least give some respect to its context, before bending the old Testament to fulfill our need to proclaim Jesus Christ?  What joyous occasion happened that required the rocks and hills, the rivers and oceans themselves to shout with Joy?


As I looked at the other recommended psalms for the Christmas season, they were Psalm 96, 97, and our psalm 98.  So I knew that psalms were usually grouped together.  But what was the original occasion of these three joyful songs that are all now related to Jesus' birth? 


Then, in one of the commentaries I finally read it.  There, laid out in black in white, what God was doing made perfect sense to me.  I no longer worried about moving the psalm from last week to this week.  I knew why God had called me to preach this text on January 3rd instead of December 27th.  


This psalm is a New Year's coronation psalm.  The Jewish people found it to be a helpful reminder to go through the ceremonial richness of each New Year, to remind themselves who is on the throne of the Universe.  Each new year, they would remember what God had done in their lives the past year and realign themselves under his rule.  It only took a minute of reflection to realize that this is where they should be.  As they reflected back on God's acts of salvation in Moses and the Exodus from Egypt, they had no doubt that their salvation rested solely on God's gracious acts as their Lord, King, and Father.  For who else has power over the earth and sea itself, other than the God of creation who calmed the chaos of the sea and brought life out of it.


We see the completeness of God's rule in who is instructed to shout for joy and the manner in which they do it in verse 4-6 and 7-9.  Verses 4-6 build upon humanity.  Not only is all man, all those who are able to shout and sing called to praise God, but God's rule moves into our world of culture.  All of those who are skilled in the arts and religion, with their harp playing and singing.  This is no longer just stadium chants and pub revelry of verse 4, but the articulated praise of the harp and songs that have melody.  General humanity, religion, and finally, with the ram's horn and trumpets, the world of politics falls under the reach of the Lord's salvation.


As we re-inaugurate our king, in three simple lines, the psalmist has reminded us that nothing falls outside of the Lord's control.  Not our simple every day lives, not our worship and culture, nor our politics and leadership.  All, under the Lord's rule bring joy and salvation to our lips.


But God's rule does not stop there.  God is not just presiding over man as he wages war with creation.  Creation itself celebrates the Lord God being at its head as well.  The sea with its whales, sharks, tuna, shrimp, plankton, and eels all resound in joyous song.  The world and all its creatures from the banana slug and three toed sloth to the chimpanzee and elephant, grizzly and polar bears to mice and squirrels join in the same song.


The songs do not stop with animate objects.  The rivers and mountains join in.  The salt of the ocean and the dirt of the earth sing to the Lord a joyous song.  That joyous song comes out from all creation because of one reason and one reason alone.  A reason we really don't want to hear.  We sing because he comes to judge the earth.


We may try to create our soft and fuzzy place with the way he will judge, with righteousness and equity.  But there is no cover there.  The judgment he brings calls for change and repentance.  For people to act in a new way, God's way instead of their own.  It calls on them to trust the Lord their God instead of themselves for power, love, grace, and peace.


So on this day, as we are fresh off the start of a new year, hear this judgment that we as a species so crave.  We know we are called to live a way different from what we have been doing.  Otherwise, without our sinfulness, New Year's resolutions would not exist.  So do we join in the song of joy that Jesus has come to ascend to the throne on Christmas Day and remember that he is there now.  Do we place our hopes and dreams in the trust of his care.  Or are we putting another God on the throne.  One that does not lead to worship and joyous song, but the grunts and labors of battle against the one who is truly on the throne.  Our Lord Jesus Christ.


If you are ready to re-acknowledge Christ on the throne, then I invite you to stand and join me in singing an adaptation of one of His coronation songs, Joy to the World, number 125 and remember the joy that comes as he judges that which is not as he would have it and makes it right.

