
Dismay and Delight 
Psalm 97:1-12 

 
Series: Exalt the LORD our God – Fall 2021 
Preaching Date: October 24, 2021 
Worship: Rejoice in His Return 
Key Sentence: The Lord’s glorious return brings dismay and delight.  
Outline: 
I. In a blaze of righteous glory (Psalm 97:1-6) 
II. To the utter dismay of idols (Psalm 97:7-9) 
III. To the utter delight of the saints (Psalm 97:10-12) 
 
Psalm 97:1-12  
The LORD reigns, let the earth rejoice; let the many coastlands be glad! 2Clouds 
and thick darkness are all around him; righteousness and justice are the foundation 
of his throne. 3Fire goes before him and burns up his adversaries all around. 4His 
lightnings light up the world; the earth sees and trembles. 5The mountains melt like 
wax before the LORD, before the Lord of all the earth. 6The heavens proclaim his 
righteousness, and all the peoples see his glory. 
 
7All worshipers of images are put to shame, who make their boast in worthless 
idols; worship him, all you gods! 8Zion hears and is glad, and the daughters of 
Judah rejoice, because of your judgments, O LORD. 9For you, O LORD, are most 
high over all the earth; you are exalted far above all gods. 
 
10O you who love the LORD, hate evil! He preserves the lives of his saints; he 
delivers them from the hand of the wicked. 11Light is sown for the righteous, and 
joy for the upright in heart. 12Rejoice in the LORD, O you righteous, and give 
thanks to his holy name! 
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Dismay and Delight 
Psalm 97:1-12 

 
One of my favorite works of fiction is called Ingathering. It’s a series of short stories 

about “the people,” a human-like but more-than-human people who end up 
traveling through space and being shipwrecked on the Earth when their own 
home planet destroys itself in a cataclysm.  Just before this event the people 
receive word – from God, though Zenna Henderson doesn’t use the term – 
that they need to make spaceships and flee the Home, as they call their planet. 
They can’t take much with them, so little Eve is told to leave all her dolls but 
one behind, and she decides to bury them. As she does, she’s talking with her 
slightly older brother Davie, and I love this snippet of conversation. 

“What’s going to happen to the Home after we’re gone?” asked Eve idly. “Oh, it’s 
going to shake and crack wide open and fire and lava will come out and 
everything will fall apart and burn up,” said Davie, no more emotionally than 
Eve. “Ooo!” said Eve, caught in the imagination. “Then what will happen to 
my play-People? Won’t they be all right under here? No one can see them.” 
“Oh, they’ll be set on fire and go up in a blaze of glory,” said Davie. “A blaze 
of glory!” Eve drew a long happy sigh. “In a blaze of glory! Inna blaza glory! 
Oh, Davie! I’d like to see it. Can I, Davie? Can I?” “Silly toola!” said Davie. 
“If you were here to see it, you’d go up in a blaze of glory, too!” And he lifted 
up from the bushes, the time for his chores with the animals hot on his heels. 
“Inna blaza glory! Inna blaza glory!” sang Eve happily. “All the play-People 
inna blaza glory!” Her voice faded to a tuneless hum as she left, too. 

It's not just the image “inna blaza glory” that appeals to me, it’s the peace and delight 
of the little girl as she contemplates it. This awesome display of power and 
destructive force fascinates her. It doesn’t dismay her because the people she 
trusts, and the God they trust, has told her it’s going to be okay. She is able to 
delight in the contemplation of that blaze of glory. 

In the same way, in Psalm 97, the powerful and awesome coming of God does not 
cause his people dismay, but delight. This Psalm is mostly about that delight 
in his coming. Yet there are those who are dismayed when he comes, because 
in his awesome righteousness he will judge the earth, and he will put evil to 
shame. The simple thing that we’ll see today is that the LORD’s glorious return 
brings dismay and delight. We’ll begin in the first few verses with a discussion 
of the Lord’s return “inna blaza glory.” Psalm 97:1-6. 
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The LORD reigns, let the earth rejoice; let the many coastlands be glad! 2Clouds and 

thick darkness are all around him; righteousness and justice are the 
foundation of his throne. 3Fire goes before him and burns up his adversaries 
all around. 4His lightnings light up the world; the earth sees and trembles. 
5The mountains melt like wax before the LORD, before the Lord of all the earth. 
6The heavens proclaim his righteousness, and all the peoples see his glory. 

This is the third of four times that the phrase “The LORD reigns” is used in the Psalms 
we’ve been studying. In Psalm 93 the emphasis is on his everlasting reign. 
Psalm 93:2 “Your throne is established from of old; you are from everlasting.” 
In Psalm 96 the focus is on his judicial reign, his reign as righteous judge. 
Psalm 96:10 “Say among the nations, The LORD reigns! Yes, the world is 
established; it shall never be moved; he will judge the peoples with equity.” 
In Psalm 99, two weeks from now we will look at the king’s holiness, the 
perfect purity and transcendence of his reign Psalm 99:5 “Exalt the LORD our 
God; worship at his footstool! Holy is he!” And here the emphasis is on the 
King’s glory, the perfect and purifying radiance of his presence. 

“The LORD reigns, let the earth rejoice; let the many coastlands be glad!” We’ve 
seen as recently as last week that the whole world, all the families of the earth 
and all the nations are part of God’s sovereign plan. We’ve also seen that all 
of creation is part of the worship God receives as sovereign. I like the way this  
is worded and translated: “Let the many coastlands be glad.” You can imagine 
the psalmist, maybe, sitting on the shores of the Mediterranean sea, which was 
the central body of water for so many nations and cultures. Probably most of 
the people he’d ever heard of lived in those coastlands. So he imagines all the 
coastlands and all the islands rejoicing. 

Then the psalmist begins to describe the awesome glory of the LORD’s coming. 
“Clouds and thick darkness are all around him; righteousness and justice are 
the foundation of his throne.” This verse and the three that follow are an 
attempt to depict what the presence of a holy and transcendent God might be 
like. We’ll explore that. But notice first that, as one commentator says, “The 
nature of the Lord’s reign is much more important than the fact that he reigns. 
This psalm, together with the other hymns affirming the LORD’s kingship, 
proclaims the righteous, just, and loyal rule of Yahweh.” “Righteousness and 
justice are the foundation of his throne.” He will make righteousness abound 
on the earth. “His rule benefits the development of godliness and brings an 
end to godlessness.” Everything we see of God in this theophany, an 
appearance by God, is an attempt, using the most powerful forces of creation, 
to picture this foundational righteousness, holiness and transcendence. 
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The first and most influential of these theophanies, these manifestations of God, is 

the one that occurred on Mt. Sinai when God gave the law. Exodus 19:18–20 
“Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke because the LORD had descended on it 
in fire. The smoke of it went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole 
mountain trembled greatly. 19And as the sound of the trumpet grew louder and 
louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him in thunder. 20The LORD came 
down on Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain. And the LORD called Moses 
to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up.”  Moses re-presents this 
imagery in Deuteronomy 4:10 “On the day that you stood before the LORD 
your God at Horeb, the LORD said to me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may 
let them hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me all the days that 
they live on the earth, and that they may teach their children so.’ 11And you 
came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the mountain burned 
with fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, cloud, and gloom.” 

The image here in Psalm 97 is of storm and fire, or possibly a volcano: “clouds and 
thick darkness surround him” then in verse 3 “Fire goes before him and burns 
up his adversaries all around.” Could be a forest fire. Could also be a volcano, 
the lava flowing. Verse 4 “His lightnings light up the world; the earth sees and 
trembles.” This could be a massive thunderstorm with the continuous flashing 
of lightning and roar of thunder. It could also be a volcano, again. There is 
such a thing as volcano lightning. When the clouds and ash of a volcano roil 
from the caldera, they carry charged particles into the atmosphere until the 
charge difference sets off lightning, in a truly awesome display.  

Finally, verse 5 “The mountains melt like wax before the LORD, before the Lord of 
all the earth.” That surely sounds like a volcano. But maybe not be just that. 
When you read these verses you almost get the impression that this mountain, 
this awesome display is moving. God is coming with this display of power. 
He is not distant. His powerful and transcendent presence is moving into our 
world, and it’s overwhelming. Clouds. Darkness. Lightning. Fire. Mountains 
melting. The whole thing sweeping forward.  

All of this contributes to our awe at the transcendent sovereign power of the God 
who reigns. Have you been using your imagination? Can you picture this? It’s 
more than a video can capture, I promise. And no matter how detailed and 
amazing you’ve imagined it, that too falls far short of the actual awesomeness 
of the presence of God. By the way, much the same imagery is used when 
Scripture tries to picture the Day of the Lord, that day when God comes, when 
Jesus comes in final judgment and rescue. In Joel, we remember, part of the 
imagery is locusts. But it sounds the same.  
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Joel 2:1–3 “Blow a trumpet in Zion; sound an alarm on my holy mountain! Let all 

the inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the LORD is coming; it is 
near, 2a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness! Like 
blackness there is spread upon the mountains a great and powerful people; 
their like has never been before, nor will be again after them through the years 
of all generations. 3Fire devours before them, and behind them a flame burns.” 
Or how about Zephaniah 1:14–16 “The great day of the LORD is near, near 
and hastening fast; the sound of the day of the LORD is bitter; the mighty man 
cries aloud there. 15A day of wrath is that day, a day of distress and anguish, 
a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds 
and thick darkness, 16a day of trumpet blast and battle cry against the fortified 
cities and against the lofty battlements.”  

Do you catch the sense of delight and dismay associated with the coming of the Lord, 
especially with the great Day of his coming? It is a day of distress and anguish, 
of ruin and devastation. Yet it is also a day of revelation and delight. Verse 6: 
“The heavens proclaim his righteousness, and all the peoples see his glory.” 
Remember, the purpose of the display is to reveal God. It reveals him in his 
righteousness. It reveals him in his glory, the radiance of all his perfections. 
The heavens proclaim his glory, and all the peoples see it, all the world at that 
moment. As the men studied in Habakkuk last week, “The earth will be filled 
with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.” 

How does this awesome display impact people? With delight, or dismay. Verses 7 
to 9 show us that this display humbles the enemies of God. All worshipers of 
images are put to shame, who make their boast in worthless idols; worship 
him, all you gods! 8Zion hears and is glad, and the daughters of Judah rejoice, 
because of your judgments, O LORD. 9For you, O LORD, are most high over 
all the earth; you are exalted far above all gods. 

“All worshipers of images are put to shame, who make their boast in worthless 
idols.” When God shows up in his power, sovereignty and glory, everything 
that masquerades as God is exposed and humbled. Most of us are familiar with 
the idols of ancient times, the golden calves, the carved images of Asherah, 
the child sacrifices to Molech. When God shows up all these are shown to be 
worthless. You remember the showdown on Mt. Carmel, where Elijah alone 
contended with 450 prophets of Baal and 400 of Asherah. Both sides offered 
a bull on an altar, but each called on their God to send the fire to burn the 
offering. Baal’s prophets called all morning but there was no answer. Elijah 
mocked them “Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either he is musing, or he is relieving 
himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened.”  



Psalm 97:1-12, Page 5 of 8 
 
But there was no voice. No one answered; no one paid attention. Then Elijah soaked 

his altar with gallons and gallons of water and called on the Lord. “O LORD, 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God 
in Israel.” “Then the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the burnt offering 
and the wood and the stones and the dust, and licked up the water that was in 
the trench.” Now that’s putting a false god to shame. Even if it was an idol 
backed up by powerful demons, it is powerless, worthless before God.  

Skipping down for a moment to verse 9 “For you, O LORD, are most high over all 
the earth; you are exalted far above all gods.” There is no idol, no demon, no 
Satan who can lift their head before the most high God. He is exalted, and 
anything that tries to exalt itself is low and worthless in his presence. The 
greatest idol in world history, fearsome though some have been, is like a blade 
of grass next to a redwood before the sovereign God. And not just any blade 
of grass, but one brought low and laid flat. God is exalted over anything we 
consider great, over anything apart from him in which we put our trust. 

But if you look closely at verse 7 it says that it is the worshippers of these idols who 
are put to shame. When your idol fails, where then is your hope, your boast? 
It is consumed like the stones of Baal’s altar. And this is just as true today as 
it was in ancient Israel. If you put your hope in money, money will fail you. 
If you put your hope in power, power will fail you. If you put your hope in 
pleasure, pleasure will fail you, leave you addicted and broken. If you put your 
hope in self, self-righteousness, self-esteem, self-determination, self-
gratification, then you will fail yourself. You will find that you make a 
crummy god, and you can’t answer your own prayers. And the psalm teaches 
that if this disappointment does not happen in this life, it will happen when 
God comes to judge the living and the dead. When God arrives in this 
awesome display of limitless transcendence, the dust won’t be low enough for 
your groveling. Even the gods themselves, or the demons behind false gods, 
will grovel in fear when he comes in judgment. When Jesus came the first 
time the demons groveled. How much more when he comes again in power. 

Yet, verse 8, “Zion hears and is glad, and the daughters of Judah rejoice, because of 
your judgments, O LORD.” When evil is judged, when justice is done, the 
righteous rejoice. This is the delight and dismay verse. It’s delight to Zion, to 
the daughters of Judah, that is to the people of God, because God comes to do 
justice, to relieve injustice, to lift up those who have been oppressed. For the 
nation of Israel, and for the persecuted church and for all who groan under the 
burden of a broken and unjust world, the return of God brings delight. When 
he sovereignly shouts “enough,” all will be made well.  
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But for the evildoers, the oppressors, the ones who look the other way when injustice 

is done, the ones too concerned about self to care for others, the return of the 
LORD brings the just punishment they deserve. This is true whether the wrong-
doing is national in scale, or is small, like the injustice done in an abusive 
family, or the contribution to trafficking from every view of porn, or the self-
destructive sins of alcoholism or addiction. When God comes as judge, he will 
not be looking only for the Hitlers and Stalins of this age, but for all of us. 

So how do we become righteous? If we’re trying to decide whether to respond to the 
coming of God with delight or dismay based on our own inborn nature, we’ve 
got to respond with dismay. We are all unrighteous and deserving judgment. 
Each of us has made choices to disobey God and harm others. We’ve put self 
first, we’ve put desires first, we’ve used others to satisfy ourselves, we’ve hurt 
and neglected others, we’ve been angry and cursed others, we’ve failed to help 
others when it was possible. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God,” Paul says and quotes the psalmist: “there is none righteous, no not one.” 

So God’s just judgment should fill us with dismay. This mightier-than-volcanic God 
will one day exact the full measure of justice. But only after he has offered us 
righteousness, and not only offered it as a free gift, but paid the full price so 
that we can receive it freely, fully and with delight. “All have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God, 24but are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” He offered himself as a sacrifice, to make 
payment for our sins. He rose from the dead victorious over sin, Satan, death 
and all unrighteousness. The deepest delight of all is that we receive this gift 
freely by turning from ourselves and putting our whole trust and hope in him. 
“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from 
yourselves, it is the gift of God.” It is on the basis of the sacrifice of Christ, 
that we receive righteousness and become those who will delight in his return. 

Verses 10 to 12: O you who love the LORD, hate evil! He preserves the lives of his 
saints; he delivers them from the hand of the wicked. 11Light is sown for the 
righteous, and joy for the upright in heart. 12Rejoice in the LORD, O you 
righteous, and give thanks to his holy name! 

Those who have been redeemed and rescued from evil ought to have two related 
responses. One is the love the LORD. He’s our rescuer, our redeemer, the one 
who makes us righteous. Psalm 116 says it well: “I love the LORD, because he 
has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy.” Furthermore, we are 
commanded in the Old Testament to love the LORD your God, and we are told 
in the New Testament that this is the greatest of all the commands.  
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“Love the LORD your God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength.” One 

corollary to this is to hate evil. Not hate our enemies, Jesus makes that clear, 
but hate the evil they do. Paul tells us in Romans to let love be genuine, to 
abhor what is evil and to hold fast to what is good. Our daily turning toward 
God in love means a daily turning away from what is evil, selfish, tempted 
and weak within us. Psalm 34 says “Turn away from evil and do good; seek 
peace and pursue it.” We hate evil by loving and celebrating the good. 

And this is not in our own strength. The psalmist says “he preserves the lives of his 
saints.” In the New Testament the word saints is translated from a word that 
means ‘holy ones.’ But not in the Old Testament. Here in Psalm 97 the word 
saints is translated from a word whose root is hesed. We remember hesed: 
when someone who owes me nothing gives me everything. Well, these saints 
are the hesedim, those who have received everything, beneficiaries of God’s 
hesed toward us, his covenant love, steadfast love, mercy. We could translate 
this “he preserves the lives of his loved ones.” He preserves the lives of the 
ones who deserved nothing by giving them everything. It is a testimony to 
him and his grace to be called saints. It’s all from God. He, at the end of the 
verse “delivers them from the hands of the wicked.” His coming in sovereign 
power is the ultimate example of deliverance, but we see it everywhere: his 
rescue from Egypt, his delivering David from . . .  everything, his deliverance 
of us, you and me, from slavery to sin and Satan. He delivers us daily in 
answer to our prayer “lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.”  

It’s all from God. We delight in his rescue. Look at verse 11 “Light is sown for the 
righteous, and joy for the upright in heart.” Light represents purity, truth and 
righteousness and here, probably, knowledge. He has shown us the way we 
should go. This light is given, by God, to those he has made righteous. Other 
manuscripts say that light dawns for the righteous, which is a very common 
Biblical metaphor. Isaiah 60 “Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the 
glory of the LORD has risen upon you. 2For behold, darkness shall cover the 
earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the LORD will arise upon you, and 
his glory will be seen upon you.” God gives light to his loved ones, and he 
gives joy to the upright in heart, to those whose hearts are right because they 
have received the free gift of righteousness.  

Therefore, verse 12 “Rejoice in the LORD, O you righteous, and give thanks to his 
holy name!” This is the response. The promise of the coming of the LORD 
brings delight to the righteous. Dismay to the unrighteous, those who have not 
received righteousness through Jesus, but delight to those who by faith have 
received the gift.  
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And because we have this gift we rejoice in the LORD, we give thanks to the Lord. 

We delight at the thought of his coming to finally rescue us from this groaning 
and dying world, coming in a blaze of glory. 

When I was a boy I used to be in a junior high choir at church.  We sang a couple of 
times a year, so we learned the songs really well. And so stuck in my mind is 
this old hymn that, for me, that I think of often, that I can still quote pretty 
much perfectly, and that, for me, captures the message of this psalm, though 
the most direct reference is the Habakkuk verse I quoted earlier. 

Anyway, it goes like this, and I’ll close with it. God is working his purpose out as 
year succeeds to year, God is working his purpose out and the time is drawing 
near; Nearer and nearer hastens the time, the time that shall surely be, When 
the earth shall be filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea. 

What can we do to work God’s work, to prosper and increase the brotherhood of all 
mankind, the reign of the Prince of peace? What can we do to hasten the time, 
the time that shall surely be, When the earth shall be filled with the glory of 
God as the waters cover the sea? 

March we forth in the strength of God with the banner of Christ unfurled, That the 
light of the glorious Gospel of truth may shine throughout the world; Fight we 
the fight with sorrow and sin, to set their captives free, That the earth may be 
filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea. 

All we can do is nothing worth unless God blesses the deed; Vainly we hope for the 
harvest-tide till God gives life to the seed; Yet nearer and nearer draws the 
time, the time that shall surely be, When the earth shall be filled with the glory 
of God as the waters cover the sea. 

The Lord’s glorious return brings dismay and delight.  

 


