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 God Reigns!  So What? 

 Psalm 97:1-12 

 

 The Lord is King! The Lord is a great God and a great King above all gods.  Our God reigns!  

Let the earth rejoice!  This is the good news proclaimed in a myriad of ways in a collection of Psalms - 

Psalm 93 and 95-99 - that are known as the enthronement or God-reigns psalms.  Scholars have 

observed that they form the theological heart of the Psalter.  For the Psalter as a whole proclaims 

God’s power, God’s love and God’s presence with God’s people in all circumstances.  And yet in our 

day and age this concept of God reigning seems strange to many - maybe even obsolete as reigning 

Kings and Queens become fewer and fewer and less and less powerful over the masses.   Oh yes, we 

are fascinated with the royals but not much thought is given to their power and influence today.  Many 

in our world might even say God reigns....so what?   

 And so today I want us to look together at Psalm 97.  For in the lectionary - which is a listing of 

scriptures to be read in worship in a three year cycle that many use to base sermon preaching on - 

Psalm 97 is listed for both Christmas Eve or Christmas Day and the seventh Sunday of Easter (which is 

today). That means that one of the keys to understanding the power God’s reign is found in the story of 

Jesus Christ. 

 And that’s why we began our service today singing “Joy to the World.”  It was fun, wasn’t it!  

We don’t often get to sing it except at Christmas.  This powerful hymn by Isaac Watts is actually in 

our hymnal in two places with two different hymn tunes but the same words. The one we sang today is 

the tune we are most familiar with and is in the section on Christ’s birth.  But the other one number 

266 is found in the section on the Ascension and Reign of Christ. For this hymn has as much to do with 

the reign of Christ as it does with the birth of our Savior.   

 The first verse clearly relates to Christ’s birth  



 

 

2 

 “Joy to the world, the Lord is come, let earth receive her king 

 let every heart prepare him room and heaven and nature sing...” 

That is what we do as we celebrate the birth of Christ. 

 But that is not the only verse of the hymn.  For it is in the second, third and fourth verses that 

we hear the rest of the story... 

 “Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns! Let all their songs employ 

 while fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains  

 repeat the sounding joy...” 

The Savior reigns!  There is joy sounding aloud throughout creation! 

 And then the reminder... 

 “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...” 

Christ came to rid our world of sin and sorrow and to fill our lives with blessings! 

 And then finally the powerful words that conclude the hymn... 

 “He rules the world with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove 

 the glories of his righteousness and wonders of his love....” 

 Friends, the Lord who came into the world not only reigns but he rules the world with truth and 

grace just as God has done from the beginning of time.  And that is what our Psalm today reveals to us. 

 In the Christian calendar this is the Sunday between the Ascension of Christ and Pentecost.  

The Ascension is located on a Thursday for it is believed to have happened forty days after the 

resurrection.  And therefore since we don’t worship on Thursdays we often skip right over that event 

and move on to celebrate Pentecost.  But the Ascension of Christ is pivotal to our understanding of the 

reign of God.  For the early church the Ascension of Jesus was not just a departure ceremony - not just 

the moment when Jesus left the earth to ascend to heaven but a further step in his glorification as King 
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of Kings and Lord of Lords.  If you look back at the Ascension passages at the end of Luke and again 

at the beginning of Acts there is no indication that the disciples were in any way saddened or 

disappointed by this event. On the contrary, they were elated and glorified God. In Luke it says that as 

Jesus was blessing the disciples  

 “he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.   

 And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy;  

 and they were continually in the temple blessing God.” (Luke 24:51-53)  

And in Acts after the Ascension they went back to Jerusalem and devoted themselves to prayer.  They 

were not upset - as a matter of fact they were joyful - because they understood that the Ascension was 

the moment when Jesus went to reign in power with God.  That my friends is good news.  For the 

disciples also understood that Jesus had died proclaiming and embodying the reign of God in a 

ministry aimed at setting the world right, at revealing the shape of life as God intends it to be.  And 

that is why Isaac Watts final words of Joy to the World are so powerful for they remind us that we 

have a role as believers - for we are the nations who are called to prove the glories of the Lord’s 

righteousness and wonders of his love as we proclaim this truth and live as Christ called us to live. 

 That is what Psalm 97 reminds us in powerful imagery.  The first half of the Psalm declares 

that the earth is to rejoice and be glad.  God’s power and might is great and majestic.  Our God is 

revealed through clouds and thick darkness just as God was revealed to the Israelites in the wilderness.  

God’s might breaks into the world through the power of fire and lightning.  But the foundation of 

God’s throne - the two pillars on which God sits are righteousness and justice.  God’s power is not 

arbitrary, but expresses God’s character of mercy and truth.  And therefore the heavens declare his 

righteousness and all the peoples behold his glory.  Our God is a God who brings justice to all the 

earth.  He rules with truth and grace. 

 And yet this Psalm reminds us that not all people worship God.  The Israelites knew this for it 
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was their constant temptation and it is no different today.  The idols we worship have just changed 

shapes.  But the Psalmist declares that when God’s glory is revealed, those who worship idols are put 

to shame and in the end this causes even the idols to bow down before our God who reigns.  For God’s 

power has been revealed.  And yet the faithful - the people of Zion - rejoice when they hear that God 

brings justice and God is exalted over the earth and far above all gods. 

 But it is the ending of the psalm that reminds us most powerfully why it matters that God 

reigns.  For it reminds us not only who God is but what Christ came to earth to teach us...what Christ 

had reminded the disciples as he returned to walk among them after the resurrection...and the reason 

the disciples felt compelled to worship God following the Ascension.  Hear how the Contemporary 

English Version translates the last three verses: 

 Love the Lord and hate evil! 

 God protects his loyal people  

 and rescues them from violence. 

 If you obey and do right, 

 a light will show you the way  

 and fill you with happiness. 

 You are the Lord’s people!! 

 So celebrate and praise the only God. 

 Friends, that is the good news.  It is a challenge and a promise. It was what the disciples were 

called to do.  What we are called to do today. To worship and proclaim that God reigns. To love the 

Lord and hate evil. To obey and follow Christ. For when we do God provides a light to show us the 

way into the future - a future here on earth and in the world to come.  That is what God did on the day 

of Pentecost through the power of the Holy Spirit and all those present that day were filled with joy 

and happiness.  And that joy and happiness my friends is contagious.  For we are the Lord’s people and 
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as the Lord’s people we have the assurance that we too will one day ascend into heaven and join our 

Lord and Savior before the throne of grace filled with happiness and joy.   

 But in the meantime we are called to celebrate that God reigns supreme.  And so on this 

seventh Sunday of Easter between the Ascension of Christ and the coming of the Holy Spirit we will 

join our voices to sing again the words of this Psalm as a reminder that God reigns and the radiance of 

God’s light beams joy into our days.  Thanks be to God! 

 

 

 

  


