Joy to the World #1

“Let Earth Receive Her King!.” 

Psalm 98

Do you have a favorite Christmas carol?

It’s hard to choose just one, and I’m sure mine has changed over the years. But one particular Christmas song stands out to me as the most fitting to open the Christmas season: “Joy to the World.” As one of the most joyous of all Christmas hymns, this carol omits references to shepherds, angelic choruses, and wise men. It emphasizes instead the reverent yet ecstatic joy that Christ’s birth brought to mankind.
 

“Joy to the World” celebrates its 300th birthday this year, first published in 1719. The familiar words were penned by Isaac Watts, whose classic poems like “O God Our Help in Ages Past,” “I Sing the Mighty Power of God,” “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” “At the Cross” (and 600 others) have earned him the title the “Father of English Hymns.” He was born amid persecution. His father was a nonconformist deacon who was sometimes jailed for his faith.

But young Watts developed a strong spirit. When as a teenager he grumbled about the music in his church, his father told him to write his own songs if he thought he could do better than King David. So he did. His new-fangled hymns were met with resistance, but he pressed on.

In 1712, some friends invited him to spend time in their home, recovering from an illness. He stayed with them 36 years, during which he devoted himself to publishing a volume of hymns based on the biblical Psalms. He studied each psalm, then prepared his poetic version in the light of the New Testament, thus giving David’s psalms a decidedly Christian slant.

In 1719 he published this unique hymnal—one in which he translated, interpreted, and paraphrased the Old Testament Psalms through the eyes of New Testament faith. He called it simply The Psalms of David Imitated in the Language of the New Testament. 
“I have rather expressed myself as I may suppose David would have done if he lived in the days of Christianity,” Watts explained, “and by this means, perhaps, I have sometimes hit upon the true intent of the Spirit of God in those verses farther and clearer than David himself could ever discover.”

As Watts studied Psalm 98, he thought of the Christmas story. Verse 4 seemed to beautifully describe the joy that engulfed the world on the night Christ was born. Verse 6 spoke of the Lord as a King. Verse 7 exhorted all nature to sing. Verses 8 and 9 spoke of his coming to rule the earth with truth and grace.

The text was originally titled “The Messiah’s Coming and Kingdom” when it first appeared in Watts’ hymnal of 1719.
 It later became known as “Joy to the World,” as it is called today. During the Sunday evening services this month, I would like to take a closer look to the biblical truth on which this beloved song was based. Each week we will focus on one verse of the carol.

Turn with me to Psalm 98,

1 Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him. 2 The Lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations. 3 He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God. 

4 Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music; 5 make music to the Lord with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, 6 with trumpets and the blast of the ram’s horn—shout for joy before the Lord, the King. 

7 Let the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. 8 Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy; 9 let them sing before the Lord, for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples with equity.
We can easily see this psalm echoed in the first verse of the carol:

Joy to the world! the Lord is come;

Let earth receive her King;

Let every heart prepare him room,

And heaven and nature sing,

And heaven and nature sing,

And heaven, and heaven, and nature sing.

This verse speaks to our responses to the coming of the Lord. We are called to rejoice, to receive, and to ready ourselves for the appearance of the King.

Rejoice

The first response to the coming of the Lord is to rejoice. This is seen in the first line of the song: “Joy to the world! the Lord is come.” Recently there has been some discussion about the difference between happiness and joy. One major difference between these concepts is that while happiness is an emotion—something we feel—joy is a matter of the will—something we choose. You cannot “happy” but you can “rejoice.” And a great way to rejoice is to sing.

Psalm 98 begins, “Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things.” God wants His people to sing. He wants someone to sit down and compose a poem of praise, to create a melody. For this is to be a new song.

The reason for such celebration is seen in verses 1-3,

…his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him. The Lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations. He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.
Some translations render “salvation” as “victory.” What was this victory? The inscription given in the Syriac version reads: “of the Redemption of the people from Egypt.” Modern commentators draw attention to the verbal similarities between the psalm and Isaiah 40-66, and refer the historical background to God’s deliverance of his people from their Babylonian captivity. Whether the divine victory was over Egypt or Babylon or some other foe, it certainly foreshadows that mightier salvation from sin, Satan and death, which God has brought us through Jesus Christ his Son. This is the most marvelous of the “marvelous things” God has done, and it prompts the people of God to keep singing a new song, new from ever fresh wonder at his grace. Christian songs of praise are fundamentally a rejoicing in the marvelous things God has done.

Christianity is often presented as a very serious faith, solemn to the point of being gloomy. People have been so set on attaining the joys of heaven that they have forgotten the joys of earth. Luke would not have recognized such a way as truly Christian. Joy runs through both his gospel and his book of Acts, and it is clear that he understood Christianity as a faith that filled the whole of life with joy, whatever else it did.

People sing in Luke’s writings. Early in his Gospel we have some of the great hymns in Scripture—the Song of Mary (Luke 1:46-55), the Song of Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79), and the Song of Simeon (Luke 2:29-32). There is the song of the angels as they announced the birth of the Savior (Luke 2:14). An interesting piece of music where we would not expect it is the song of Paul and Silas when they were put in prison at Philippi (Acts 16:25). A typical first-century jail was not the place where we would have expected to find rejoicing, but then Paul and Silas were not typical first-century prisoners. Despite their outward circumstances, they could rejoice because of what God had done and was doing and would do for them and through them.

“Blessed are you who wail now, because you will laugh,” Jesus said in Luke 6:21. Rejoicing starts early in this Gospel, with the angel’s message to Zechariah about the baby that would be born to him and Elizabeth: “You will have joy and gladness and many will rejoice at his birth” (Luke 1:14). Elizabeth told Mary that the baby in her womb “leaped in gladness” at the coming of “the mother of my Lord” (Luke 1:43-44), and Mary’s song includes the words “my spirit rejoiced in God my Savior” (Luke 1:47). When Zechariah got back his speech after his spell of dumbness, his first words were words of praise to God (Luke 1:64). Simeon blessed God when he took the baby Jesus into his arms (Luke 2:28). In such ways Luke makes it clear that the coming of the Savior is cause for great rejoicing as well as for deep thankfulness. People “glorified” or “praised” God for his salvation and his goodness to them. It began with the angels (Luke 2:13) and continued with the shepherds (Luke 2:20).

The note of joy runs through the New Testament. In Greek the word “grace” (charis) is practically the same as “joy” (chara). Grace basically means, “that which causes joy.” Grace is bright and cheerful. One of the words for “forgiveness” is charizomai, where again we have the basic chara. These days there is a lot of talk about the “charismatic” movement, pointing us back to charisma, the Greek term translated “spiritual gift,” another one of the joy words. And this in turn reminds us that joy is part of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). Where the Spirit of God is there is real joy.

Of course, there is a solemn side to the Christian understanding of man and his world. Sin has put a barrier between man and God, a barrier that man cannot demolish. I cannot think of anything more solemn than the New Testament view of a Christless eternity, and I do not wish anything I say to minimize the seriousness of the matters involved nor the certainty of judgment on the finally impenitent. That is serious indeed.

But the Gospel is good news, not bad news. It tells us that in the fullness of time God sent his Son, sent him to live among human beings and show us how we ought to live, sent him to die on a cross to put away our sins. And that must be the most joyful story that ever hit a sad and sin-sick old world. That is why Christianity is so full of joy. It is not the slick and shallow happiness that fails to take note of the serious problems of life. Jesus knew those problems, all right, knew them better than anybody else does. But he knew also that God has the answer.

So when Christians celebrate the coming of our Lord on that first Christmas day, we are not engaging in some mindless happiness that has no regard to the realities of life. We are well aware that there are problems, and we are not confident that we know any more about how to solve them than anybody else does. But we know that God does. And that God cares. We know that God did something about this world’s mess: He sent His Son. So we rejoice, not because we are unmindful of the world’s agony, but because we remember it, and we know that God is concerned. Because God sent His Son into the world, there is and must be joy to the world! 

The most striking feature of this psalm is the desire that the worship of God be joyful and above all, loud. Notice the invitations in verses 4-9:

Shout for joy to the Lord…burst into jubilant song with music; make music to the Lord with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, with trumpets and the blast of the ram’s horn—shout for joy before the Lord, the King. Let the sea resound… Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy.
The noise of temple worship was legendary, according to the accounts of Israel’s worship in 2 Chronicles 29:25–30 and Ezra 3:10–13, where the sound of the instruments and the shouts of the people were “heard far away.” Should our worship be any less exuberant today? Shame on us for all lackluster worship and all halfhearted praise!

Receive

The second response to the coming of Christ is to receive. In “Joy to the World” we sing, “Let earth receive her King.” John Stott points out that the psalmist has a three-fold theme, portraying the Lord as the Savior, the King, and the Judge. He invites God’s people to sing to Him as their Savior in verses 1-3, all the world to worship Him as King in verses 5-7, and universal nature—sea and earth, waters and hills—to honor Him as the coming Judge in verses 8-10.

If the people of Israel have been summoned to praise God in the first stanza, so now are the inhabitants of “all the earth” in the second. Even if they have not like Israel experienced his salvation, they can with Israel recognize his kingdom. He is “Yahweh, the King” in verse 7. His mighty deliverance of His people is a visible token of His sovereign rule over the affairs of men and nations.

You would think that it would be only natural for earth to receive her King, but John 1:10-13 tells us otherwise,

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.

The Greek words translated “receive” and “received” here mean to literally take or obtain, but also communicate the idea of “associate with oneself in a familiar or intimate act or relation.”
 This is certainly more than an intellectual or mental assent to facts about Jesus. And it means more than a single decision that has no lasting effect on our lives. Paul uses this same word in Colossians 2:6-7,

So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.

On the flip side, we read in Revelation 14:9-12,

A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: “If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, he, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment rises forever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his name.”

This term “receive” has as much to do with allegiance as anything else.

Ready

Finally, we should respond to the coming of the Lord by readying ourselves. The song famously says, “Let every heart prepare him room.” Thinking of the first Christmas, I am reminded of Luke 2:7, “[Mary] gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.”
It is easy in our culture to have no room for Christ in our Christmas celebrations. If we do not ready ourselves, if we do not “prepare Him room,” there will be no place for the Lord in our lives.

Later Jesus would instruct His followers in Luke 12:35-40,

“Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding banquet, so that when he comes and knocks they can immediately open the door for him. It will be good for those servants whose master finds them watching when he comes. I tell you the truth, he will dress himself to serve, will have them recline at the table and will come and wait on them. It will be good for those servants whose master finds them ready, even if he comes in the second or third watch of the night. But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.” 

Certainly the world was not ready for Christ’s first coming; will we be ready for His second coming? The apostle John reveals not only that the bride of Christ will be ready when He returns, but shows how that will be done in Revelation 19:6-8,

Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.” (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.)

As we celebrate the coming of our Lord for the first time, we look forward to His coming the second time. How we respond to both is the same: We are to rejoice, to purposely praise the Lord for all He has done (in the spirit of Thanksgiving, which we just celebrated); to receive Christ personally as our Lord and Savior (and to continue to live and grow in Him); and to ready ourselves for His second coming, by obeying His commands and living righteous lives. Or, in the more familiar lines,

Joy to the world! the Lord is come;

Let earth receive her King;

Let every heart prepare him room,

And heaven and nature sing,

And heaven and nature sing,

And heaven, and heaven, and nature sing.
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