“How Great Thou Art”
The Majesty of God and the Mystery of Humanity
Psalm 8
1 O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
You have set your glory above the heavens. 
2 From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise because of your enemies, to silence the foe and the avenger. 
3 When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, 
4 what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? 
5 You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. 
6 You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet: 
7 all flocks and herds, and the beasts of the field, 
8 the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas. 
9 O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

Introduction:
When Swedish pastor Carl Boberg walked home after a thunderstorm in 1885, he was overwhelmed by the beauty of the clearing sky, the singing birds, and the fresh breeze.  He sat down and wrote a poem that would become "How Great Thou Art." Nearly three thousand years earlier, King David looked up at the night sky and composed Psalm 8, another song of wonder at God's majesty.  Both writers experienced what we might call "the shock of transcendence"—that moment when creation stops us in our tracks and forces us to consider the One who made it all.

This morning, we're going to explore this ancient psalm, and this beloved hymn together, because they both wrestle with the same fundamental questions: Who is God?  Who are we?  And what does it mean to live in the space between divine majesty and human frailty?

Few hymns have traveled as far or touched as many hearts as “How Great Thou Art.”  This timeless hymn, a cornerstone of Christian worship, began its journey in a small Swedish town, inspired by a simple yet profound moment in nature.  Over the years, it has been translated, adapted, and embraced by believers worldwide, becoming an anthem of awe for the majesty of God. Here’s the remarkable story behind the music.
Carl Boberg, a pastor, poet, and editor, was walking home from church one afternoon when he was caught in a sudden thunderstorm.  The storm unleashed roaring thunder, crackling lightning, and strong winds before giving way to a serene calm.  As the clouds parted and a rainbow arched across the sky, Boberg was struck by the grandeur of God’s creation.
Later, reflecting on the experience, Boberg penned a nine-stanza poem titled “O Store Gud” (Swedish for “O Great God”).  The poem captured his reverence for the Creator’s power and the beauty of the natural world.  Little did he know that this moment of inspiration would resonate far beyond his small Swedish parish.

From Sweden to the World
While Boberg’s poem became popular in Sweden, it wasn’t until years later that it was set to a Swedish folk melody, which gave the hymn its musical identity.  The hymn traveled across Europe, first being translated into German in 1907 and then into Russian in 1912 by Ivan Prokhanov, a key figure in Russian evangelical movements.
In the 1930s, the hymn’s journey took a pivotal turn when Stuart K. Hine, a British missionary, encountered the song while ministering in the Carpathian Mountains of Ukraine.  Inspired by the powerful imagery and spiritual depth of the hymn, Hine translated it into English, adding original verses of his own.  His adaptation emphasized themes of creation, salvation, and the anticipation of Christ’s return, deepening its theological impact.

The American Connection
The hymn gained widespread recognition in the United States during the 1950s.  Its introduction to American audiences was largely thanks to the Billy Graham Crusades, where George Beverly Shea frequently performed it during evangelistic meetings.  The hymn’s heartfelt message and majestic melody resonated deeply with millions, cementing its place as a staple in Christian worship.
The hymn’s enduring appeal lies in its simplicity and universality.  Whether sung in a grand cathedral, a rural church, or around a campfire, its words draw the heart to reflect on the majesty of God and His works.

1.  The Overwhelming Majesty of God
Psalm 8 begins and ends with the same exclamation: "O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!"  The Hebrew word here is adir, which means magnificent, glorious, powerful beyond measure.  It's a word that captures both beauty and might.  David isn't just saying God is impressive; he's saying God's glory overwhelms everything else.
Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann writes, "This psalm is an act of yielding, of being drawn out beyond ourselves by the splendor that will not be contained or domesticated."  That's exactly what happens when we truly encounter God's creation.  We're drawn out beyond ourselves.  Think about the last time you experienced this.  Maybe it was standing at the edge of the Grand Canyon, where a mile-deep gorge makes you feel impossibly small.  Maybe it was holding a newborn baby and marveling at the complexity of ten perfect fingers and ten perfect toes.  Maybe it was watching a documentary about the universe and learning that there are more stars in space than grains of sand on every beach on Earth.

In 2022, NASA released images from the James Webb Space Telescope that showed galaxies over 13 billion light-years away.  Scientists estimated that just one of those images, covering a patch of sky about the size of a grain of sand held at arm's length, contained approximately 100,000 galaxies. Each galaxy contains millions or billions of stars.  The physicist Jennifer Wiseman, who works at NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center, said in an interview, "Every time we look deeper into space, we're not finding emptiness—we're finding more abundance, more complexity, more beauty than we imagined."
This is what David saw with his naked eye in the ancient Near East.  He looked up at the stars—without light pollution, without city glow, just pure darkness punctuated by thousands of points of light—and he was overwhelmed.  "When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place..."
Notice David doesn't say "the work of your hands" but "the work of your fingers." It's almost playful, as if God created the cosmos with the ease of someone plucking the strings of a harp. What takes our breath away was effortless for Him.
The hymn captures this same wonder: "O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder / Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made."  Both the psalm and the hymn begin with observation.  They begin with paying attention.  Before we can worship, we must see.

2.  From Majesty to Mystery: What Is Humanity?
But then David makes a startling turn.  From the vastness of the cosmos, he zooms in to one tiny creature on one small planet: "What is mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you care for them?"
This is the central mystery of the psalm and perhaps the central mystery of the Christian faith: Why does the God who spoke galaxies into existence care about us?
The Hebrew word translated "mindful" is zakar, which means to remember, to be aware of, to keep in mind.  David is asking, "Why do you remember us?  Why do we occupy your thoughts?"  And the word for "care" is even more intimate—paqad, which can mean to visit, to attend to, to take account of.  It's the word used when God "visited" Sarah and she conceived Isaac.  It's relational, personal, and involved.
Theologian Tremper Longman III observes, "The question is not rhetorical despair but rhetorical amazement.  David isn't saying humanity is worthless; he's saying humanity is so valuable that it defies explanation given how small we are in the cosmic scheme."

Let me give you a contemporary illustration. In March 2023, a story went viral about a humpback whale that had been entangled in fishing nets off the coast of California.  A team of divers spent hours in dangerous waters cutting the whale free.  When the last rope was cut, the whale didn't swim away immediately.  Instead, witnesses reported, it swam in circles around each diver, gently nudging them, as if expressing gratitude.  One diver later said, "I felt seen by that whale.  It knew we had helped."
If a forty-ton creature can recognize and respond to the care of beings much smaller than itself, how much more does the infinite God see and care for us?  We are, as Douglas Coe once wrote, "small enough to be overlooked yet significant enough to be loved."

3.  Crowned with Glory and Honor
David continues: "You have made them a little lower than the angels and crowned them with glory and honor.  You made them rulers over the works of your hands; you put everything under their feet."
Here's where Psalm 8 becomes radical.  Humans aren't just noticed by God—we are honored by Him.  The word translated "glory" literally means "weight" or "substance."  To have glory is to have significance, to matter.  And "honor" means splendor or majesty—the same kind of word used for God's own magnificence.
New Testament scholar N.T. Wright points out, "Genesis 1 says humans are made in God's image. Psalm 8 says humans are crowned with God's glory.  Both are saying the same astonishing thing: God has chosen to share His own dignity with us."
This was written in a world where kings claimed to be the only images of the gods, where rulers built ziggurats and pyramids to demonstrate their superiority over common people.  Into that world, the Bible declares that every human being—farmer and king, slave and free, young and old—bears the imprint of divine glory.
Think about what this means in our context.  In a world that constantly ranks and rates us—by our net worth, our social media followers, our educational achievements, our physical appearance—Psalm 8 declares that our value comes from God's choice to crown us with glory.  You don't earn it.  You don't achieve it.  You simply receive it.

4.  Stewards, Not Masters
David says humans are given dominion: "You made them rulers over the works of your hands; you put everything under their feet: all flocks and herds, and the animals of the wild, the birds in the sky, and the fish in the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas."
But notice something crucial: we're rulers over creation, but we're rulers under God.  We're middle managers, not CEOs.  Biblical scholar Ellen Davis writes, "The dominion given to humanity in Genesis and celebrated in Psalm 8 is not domination but responsible stewardship.  We're not given the earth to exploit but to tend."
This matters urgently today.  We live in a time when human activity has altered the climate, when we've driven species to extinction, when plastic pollutes the deepest ocean trenches and the highest mountain peaks.  If we take Psalm 8 seriously, creation care isn't political—it's theological.  To destroy what God made and called good is to disdain the very glory we've been given to protect.
When "How Great Thou Art" says, "When through the woods and forest glades I wander," it's not just romantic nostalgia.  It's a recognition that those woods and forest glades aren't ours to destroy but God's to enjoy and ours to protect.
But there's good news here too.  When we act as faithful stewards—when we clean up rivers, restore habitats, reduce pollution—we're not just being good environmentalists. We're being fully human. We're exercising the dominion for which we were created.

5.  The Ultimate Fulfillment: Jesus
Now here's where Christians see something even deeper in Psalm 8.  The New Testament book of Hebrews quotes this psalm and applies it to Jesus Christ. Hebrews 2:6-9 says: "What is mankind that you are mindful of them, a son of man that you care for him?... But we do see Jesus, who was made lower than the angels for a little while, now crowned with glory and honor."

The writer of Hebrews is saying that while Psalm 8 describes God's intention for all humanity, only one human has fully lived it out: Jesus.  He is the true image of God.  He is the one truly crowned with glory.  He is the one who exercises perfect dominion—not through violence or exploitation but through self-giving love.
Scholar Richard Bauckham notes, "Jesus is both the fulfillment of humanity's calling and the means by which we can fulfill it.  In Him, we see what we were meant to be; through Him, we become what we were meant to be."
Think about Jesus walking through Galilee.  He noticed the flowers and the birds.  He paid attention to the fig trees and the seeds and the soil.  He healed the sick and fed the hungry.  He touched lepers and blessed children.  He wept at graves and celebrated at weddings.  In Jesus, we see someone fully alive to both divine majesty and human need.
And here's the stunning center of the gospel: this Jesus, who is fully God, chose to become "a little lower than the angels."  He chose to become vulnerable, mortal, human. Why?  Because the God who is mindful of humanity wanted to be not just mindful but present.  Not just aware but incarnate.

When we sing "How Great Thou Art," we sing not just about creation's beauty but about the cross and resurrection: "And when I think that God, His Son not sparing, / Sent Him to die, I scarce can take it in."  The God who flung stars into space entered our suffering.  The God whose glory fills the heavens was laid in a feeding trough and nailed to Roman wood.
This is the scandal and the beauty of Christianity.  We don't worship a distant deity impressed with Himself.  We worship a God who became small enough to see and touch, a God who died and rose again so that we might be restored to our full humanity—crowned once again with glory and honor.

6.  Living in the Space Between
So what do we do with Psalm 8 and "How Great Thou Art"?  How do we live in the space between our smallness and our significance?
First, we practice wonder.  We pay attention.  We notice the star-speckled sky, the frost on a window, the laugh of a child, the complexity of an ecosystem.  We resist the tyranny of screens and schedules long enough to see what God has made.  Philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, "Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement, to get up in the morning and look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted."  That's the posture of Psalm 8.
Second, we embrace humility.  We're significant, yes, but we're not the center.  The universe doesn't revolve around us.  Our political party isn't the kingdom of God.  Our nation isn't the new Israel.  Our preferences aren't divine mandates.  When we remember that God is mindful of all humanity, not just people like us, we become more gracious, more curious, more compassionate.
Third, we accept responsibility.  We've been given dominion, which means our choices matter.  How we treat creation matters.  How we treat each other matters.  We can't shrug and say, "I'm just one person; what difference does it make?"  If you're crowned with glory, your actions have weight.
Fourth, we run to Jesus.  Because here's the truth: left to ourselves, we fail at being human.  We manipulate instead of stewarding.  We dominate instead of serving.  We crown ourselves instead of worshiping God.  But in Jesus, we find both forgiveness for our failures and power for transformation. We find the way back to our true identity.

Conclusion: A Doxology of Awe
Psalm 8 begins and ends the same way: "O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!"  It's a frame that says everything in between—all our questions about humanity, all our reflections on our place in the cosmos—must be held within worship.

This isn't just a psalm about creation or humanity.  It's a doxology.  It's a song of praise.  And doxology is where wonder becomes worship, where observation becomes adoration, where questions become reverence.
"How Great Thou Art" does the same thing.  Every verse ends with the same refrain: "Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee: / How great Thou art!  How great Thou art!"  Whether we're contemplating stars or salvation, forests or forgiveness, the response is the same: worship.

So I want to close by inviting you to worship.  Not because you have all the answers.  Not because you've figured everything out.  Not because your life is perfect or your faith is strong.  But because the God who set the stars in place sees you.  The God who measures galaxies in the span of His hand knows your name.  The God of incomprehensible majesty became one of us.

What is humanity that He is mindful of us?  We may never fully understand.  But we can marvel.  We can worship.  We can live as those crowned with glory—humbly, gratefully, responsibly.

And we can join David's ancient song and Carl Boberg's timeless hymn in declaring: O Lord our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth.
Amen.

Communion Meditation:
When David wrote "What is humanity that you are mindful of us?" he was asking the question that echoes through every human heart: Why does God care?
This morning we've contemplated the vastness of creation—galaxies beyond number, stars beyond counting.  We've marveled that the God who made all of this notices us, remembers us, crowns us with glory.
But now we come to this table, and we find the most stunning answer to David's question.
Why are you mindful of us?
Because God didn't just look at humanity from a distance.  He became one of us.  The Word became flesh and moved into the neighborhood. The God of the cosmos took on skin and bone, hunger and thirst, joy and sorrow.
Why do you care for us?
Because when humanity lost its crown, when we forfeited our glory through rebellion and sin, God refused to let that be the end of the story.  He sent His Son—not sparing Him—to restore what we had lost.
As you hold this bread this morning, remember this represents the body of the One who was "made a little lower than the angels" by choice.  Jesus, who existed in the form of God, took the form of a servant.  He who flung stars into space allowed human hands to drive nails into His flesh.
As you hold this cup, remember this represents the blood of the One who exercises true dominion—not through power and control, but through self-giving love.  He is the King who wears a crown of thorns, the Lord who washes feet, the Ruler who dies for His subjects.
In this bread and cup, we find God's answer to Psalm 8's question.  We matter to God because He chose to make us matter.  We are mindful to Him because He made Himself mindful to us—present, tangible, breakable, poured out.
Let’s Pray:


Closing Song - Doxology

Benediction:
Psalm 8 from The Message
God, brilliant Lord,  yours is a household name.
2 Nursing infants gurgle choruses about you; toddlers shout the songs That drown out enemy talk, and silence atheist babble.
3–4 I look up at your macro-skies, dark and enormous, your hand-made sky-jewelry, Moon and stars mounted in their settings.
Then I look at my micro-self and wonder, why do you bother with us?  Why take a second look our way?
5–8 Yet we’ve so narrowly missed being gods, bright with Eden’s dawn light.  You put us in charge of your handcrafted world, repeated to us your Genesis-charge, made us lords of sheep and cattle, even animals out in the wild, Birds flying and fish swimming, whales singing in the ocean deeps.
9 God, brilliant Lord, your name echoes around the world.
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