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The Church’s Mission Hymn 
 

Psalm 96  
The question, “What is the church’s mission,” is 
enormously important. How we understand the 
church’s mission will shape our message and our 
ministry. Fortunately, God has made the mission of the 
church quite clear perhaps most notably in Jesus’ 
Great Commission (Matthew 28:16ff). Our Lord’s 
command to make disciples of all nations is stated in 
all four gospel accounts and the Book of Acts. The 
mission to make disciples of Jesus from all the nations 
explains why we are still here; why the Lord continues 
to keep his church in this sinful world. But the Great 
Commission was not a new development in 
redemptive history. Indeed, the church’s mission to take the gospel to the whole world and make disciples 
of Jesus is the ultimate expression of the Old Testament command to Israel to be a light to the nations. 
Unsurprisingly then, the mission of the church can be found in seed form repeatedly throughout the Old 
Testament.  
 

Sing      
Vv. 1-2 – “Oh sing to the Lord a new song.” 

 It is generally agreed that Psalm 96 was written to accompany the celebration of the return to the temple 
of the Ark of the Covenant, a monumental time in the history of God’s people. Psalm 96 is typically 
considered an enthronement psalm to be read or sung at the enthronement of a king. But more than 
marking any earthly king, the enthronement Psalms ultimately anticipate the full revealing of the Lord’s 
universal reign. Psalm 96 would have been used  “at the festivals, particularly in the fall at the Feast of 
Tabernacles in celebration of the LORD’s reign, perhaps as part of a covenant renewal ceremony.”1 

 The new song we are called to sing is not so much a new composition but rather the song whose theme 
is the Lord’s merciful and just reign. The Lord has been King of the earth from the moment he made it. 
What is new is that the nations are called upon to sing this song of praise to God. 

 Psalm 96 is meant to be sung in the sanctuary of God’s people but toward, or within the hearing of the 
nations. In other words, though this Psalm is written for the congregation it is also a call to the nations to 
join in the chorus of praise to God. There is an exuberance to Psalm 96 which can be heard in its calls to 
sing, proclaim, declare, bow down, and tremble before the Lord of all the earth. The mission of the church, 
both in its infancy in the Old Testament and its maturity from the time of Christ has been called to welcome 
the world into the worship of the one true God.  

 

Conflict                  
Vv. 3-6 – “For all the gods of the people are worthless idols.” 

 Psalm 96 functions as a polemic against the paganism of the surrounding nations. Like the creation 
account in Genesis, Psalm 96 confronts the world in its idolatry. The Psalmist calls their gods “worthless 
idols,” literally, “no things.” Psalm 96 does not fit into a world where religious pluralism is demanded. It is 
a clear call to all people in every nation to give honor and praise to God and God alone. One Old 
Testament scholar, commenting on this very Psalm writes: “As is usual in the Bible, the psalm does not 
reckon we should be respectful of other people’s religions. It is more important to honor the real God.”2 

 The conflict implicit in the Psalm is increased as God’s people are called to “tell of his salvation from day 
to day” (vs. 2b). Old Testament references to God’s “salvation” ultimately serve to point us to his saving 
acts in Jesus Christ. We are to call everyone everywhere to worship Jesus. Christians in the first three 
centuries were persecuted not because they worshiped Jesus but because they believed that everyone 

                                                           
1 Allen Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms Vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2016) p. 132 
2 John Goldingay, Psalms Vol. 3 BCOT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008) p. 104 
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must worship Jesus. The mission of the church presupposes that all people everywhere need Jesus as 
Savior and must recognize him as Lord. And so we “tell of his salvation from day to day.” 

 

Scope  
Vv. 1, 7-9 – “Sing to the Lord all the earth.” 

 Notice the world-wide scope of the Psalm. While the people of God were called to be deeply circumspect 
about their own godliness and the manner and sincerity of their worship, they were called simultaneously 
to an outward facing posture. They were to worship within sight of the nations. The nations were to hear 
their praise, receive their welcome, abandon their idols, and join in the worship of the Lord. The whole 
creation must rejoice in God’s just and wise governance of all that he has made (vv. 11-13). The Book of 
1 Kings describes the dedication of Solomon’s temple. The king prayed, “that all the peoples of the earth 
may know that the LORD is God; there is no other” (8:59-60). The church’s mission embraces this same 
worldwide scope. 

 

Rationale       
Vs. 4 – “For great is the Lord and greatly to be praised.” 

 Verses 1-3 are calls to worship the Lord. Then, beginning in verse 4 the reason for those calls to worship 
are stated. The Scriptures offer numerous reasons why all the peoples of the world must worship the 
Lord. Indeed, this Psalm makes reference to God’s coming judgment as one of those reasons. However, 
there is a more fundamental rationale. We call all the world to “sing to the Lord,” for one reason above all 
else: “For great is the Lord and greatly to be praised.” God’s own being and greatness are reason enough 
for his creatures to worship him. We are to “ascribe to the Lord, the glory due his name” (vs. 8). The Lord 
is “due” the worship of his creation.  

 The Bible begins with a statement which immediately conflicts with the religions of the nations: “In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). There are not multiple gods over 
various parts of the world. There is one God who created, sustains, and rules all things. The first 
confession of faith in the Bible is the Shema: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4). But God is not a monad. The Scriptures progressively reveal God as Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. So we may accurately call the most fundamental doctrine of the Bible Trinitarian 
Monotheism. And this most fundamental building block for all the rest of the Bible’s doctrine, also forms 
the fundamental rationale for the church’s mission – “For great is the Lord.” 

 Our message to the nations is not “turn to Jesus because he will help you solve your problems, give you 
a better marriage, nicer kids, and a more fulfilling career.” The church’s mission hymn is a call to the world 
to turn to Jesus because He and He alone is the Lord God.  

 

Gospel       
Vv. 2-3 – “Tell of his salvation from day to day.” 

 Isn’t it true that in making disciples of Jesus, we are calling all people to worship King Jesus? When the 
Psalmist calls the people to “tell,” of God’s salvation (vs. 2b) he uses the Hebrew word basar which by 
implication means to tell or declare good news. The Greek equivalent for basar is euangelion, which, 
again, means to tell good news. This, of course, is where our word “gospel” is derived: Basar = Euangelion 
= Gospel. Proclaiming the good news of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ is the first act in the mission of 
making disciples. We are to “gospel” the world, to declare God’s salvation in Jesus Christ and welcome 
them to worship the one great God who spared not his only Son but gave him up for us all (Romans 8:32).  

 Three times the Psalm refers to the Lord’s returning to judge the world (vv. 10, 13). His justice will be 
“with equity.” This should not be conflated with contemporary notions of equity. “Equity” is simply another 
way of affirming that the Lord’s justice is truly just. His judgements are righteous. He is no respecter of 
men. While He pours out mercy upon untold multitudes on the basis of his own Son’s death and 
resurrection, God will never be unjust in his treatment of anyone. 

 “This is a prophecy of perfect government…The disastrous freedom of the Fall will be replaced by the 
only ‘perfect freedom’, which is serving God…The belief of fallen man that righteousness, truth, the rule 
of justice, and the Lord Himself are the enemies of joy are scouted by this passage.”3 

                                                           
3 Derek Kidner, Psalms 73-150 (Downers Grove: IVP, 1973) p. 349 


