Joy to the World #3

“Far as the Curse Is Found.” 

Psalm 98; Romans 8:18-25

Along with such opposing pairs as “love and hate,” or “war and peace,” would come “bless and curse.” Those two terms just don’t belong together, do they? And yet we see them in the Christmas carol, “Joy to the World” in the third verse:

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, far as the curse is found,

Far as, far as, the curse is found.

Author Isaac Watts was not actually pairing the ideas together as much as he was demonstrating the extent of the blessings—as far as the curse is found. Though Psalm 98 (the inspiration for this classic carol) does not mention the curse, it does mention the broad extent of the blessings of the Lord’s coming. Verse three concludes, “…all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.” Verse four continues, “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth…” and verse seven adds, “Let the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” The psalmist says, in effect, there is no corner of the earth that will not be blessed by the coming of the Lord.

This certainly looks beyond Christmas, for we are still looking forward to that time when there will be no more curse from sin. We must understand that Isaac Watts intended “Joy to the World” to celebrate Christ’s Second Coming.
 Although Psalm 98 was originally a song of rejoicing for the Lord’s protection of His chosen people and the anticipation of the time when He would be the God of the whole earth, this song was intended by Watts to be a New Testament expression of praise. It exalts the salvation that began when God became incarnate as the Babe of Bethlehem who was destined to remove the curse of Adam’s fall. The text was originally titled “The Messiah’s Coming and Kingdom” when it first appeared in Watts’ hymnal of 1719.

Yes, the Kingdom of God came to earth with the birth of Jesus two thousand years ago. He proclaimed as much when He began preaching, as Mark 1:15 records, “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” Throughout His ministry Jesus spoke of the Kingdom in the present tense, not only in the future. Yet there is a sense of “already but not yet” with the Kingdom of God on earth, for it will not be fully manifested until Jesus returns to reign on earth.
 That is what “Joy to the World” celebrates—the Kingdom coming in its fullness. 
The Cry of the Curse

We begin with the cry of the curse. Much of our time this evening will be spent in Romans chapter eight. If you would, please turn to Romans 8:22-23,

We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.
Paul speaks of “the whole creation” as groaning as a woman in labor; he is not referring to some tiny segment.
 The whole creation refers to both animate and inanimate object, but exclusive of human beings, for he lists humanity separately in verse 23.
 We might refer to this as “nature,” which Psalm 98 refers to quite often in praising and worshiping God.

I like how J. B. Phillips renders this verse, “It is plain to anyone with eyes to see that at the present time all created life groans in a sort of universal travail.” How is that happening? I believe we see it through “natural disasters”—tornados, hurricanes, floods, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, and the like. Jesus predicted the rise of such phenomena in the last days in Luke 21:11, “There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various places, and fearful events and great signs from heaven.” In Matthew and Mark, Jesus described these events as “the beginning of birth pains,” similar to Paul’s wording that these groans are “as in the pains of childbirth.” John depicts terrible natural disasters in the book of Revelation, showing the culmination of this “groaning.”

Hence this is not only an expression of pain, but of meaningful pain like the pain of childbirth. Creation is not undergoing death pangs, but rather birth pangs.
 As we will see later in this passage (and reflecting back to Psalm 98), these groans will turn into glory.

Paul emphasizes that we Christians are caught up in the groaning that is characteristic of all creation. Groan expresses something of our deep sorrow at the circumstances in which we find ourselves as we wait eagerly for our adoption. Paul has spoken of believers as having already received “the Spirit of sonship” in verse 15. It would be a quibble to say that that does not mean our adoption (but only the Spirit who brings about adoption). The reconciliation with what Paul is saying here is that there is more to adoption into the heavenly family than we now experience. What we have now is real, but it is not the whole (cf. 1 John 3:2), and our foretaste leads us to look forward with eager longing to the completion of what God has already begun in us (cf. v. 19).

The Cause of the Curse

What is the cause of this curse? In Genesis 1:31, “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” How did we get from a good creation to a groaning creation?
 The answer is found in Romans 8:19-21,

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.
Creation was subjected to decay and bondage not through some fault of its own but because of the sin of man. Paul undoubtedly alludes to the account of God’s judgment spelled out in Genesis 3:17-19,

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.” 

The doctrine of a cosmic fall is implicit in the biblical record from Genesis 3 (where the ground is cursed for man’s sake) to Revelation 22 (where the curse is finally removed); it is indeed demanded by a worldview that endeavors to do justice to the biblical doctrine of creation and to the facts of life as we know them. Man is part of “nature,” and the whole “nature” of which he is a part has been involved in frustration and futility by sin, and will ultimately be redeemed.
 This passage in Romans 8 shows how the present state and the future destiny of the natural world are bound up with those of humanity. Adam’s sin infected not only his descendants but also his environment.

Paul sums up the result of God’s curse by the one word mataiotēs, frustration. The basic idea is emptiness, whether of purpose or of result. It is the word chosen by the lxx translators for “Meaningless! Meaningless!…Utterly meaningless!” in Ecclesiastes 1:2. The whole Book of Ecclesiastes is a commentary upon this verse, for it expresses the existential absurdity of a life lived “under the sun,” imprisoned in time and space, with no ultimate reference point to either God or eternity.
 This is true not only of human beings but of all the created order.

Yet there is hope. Verse 21 says, “in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.” You see, God’s purposes embrace more than the private destiny of human beings: there was always the hope, says Paul (again in J. B. Phillips’ words), that “in the end the whole of created life will be rescued from the tyranny of change and decay, and have its share in that magnificent liberty which can only belong to the children of God!” We cannot begin to imagine what this might mean in detail. The whole universe subjected to decay and imperfection by man’s sin, and will itself share in that transformation to perfection that God’s people will experience at the last day. Renewed people will need a renewed environment, fitted for the eternity of God’s kingdom.

Verse 19 states, “The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.” The Greek verb is picturesque. Literally it means, “to stretch the head forward.” In context it portrays the entire created universe with its head stretched forward looking intently for the first rays of the dawning age—that age when the children of God will be transformed and creation will share in their glorious release from corruption and decay.
 Phillips renders this, “The whole creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own.” There is hope.

The Cure of the Curse

That hope is found in the cure of the curse. Paul begins this passage in Romans 8:18, “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.” Paul does not deny that we suffer in this life—as does all of nature—but he says that the sufferings and the glory cannot be compared. Suffering and glory are inseparable, but they are not comparable. They need to be contrasted, not compared. In 1 Corinthians 4:17 Paul evaluated them in terms of their “weight.” Our present troubles, he declared, are “light and momentary,” but the glory to come is “eternal” and “far outweighs them all.” The magnificence of God’s revealed glory will greatly surpass the unpleasantness of our sufferings.
 Yet, as Robert Mounce observes,

It is typically human to get so involved in the immediate trials of life that we lose sight of how it will all turn out. We need to be reminded that for the moment we are on a detour marked “suffering,” but just around the corner is our destination—eternal joy. The troubles we face for a short time now (after all, how long is a lifetime when compared with eternity?) are not even worth considering when compared with the rapture of God’s presence which will continue forever. We need to remember that “what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18).

One day creation will be delivered, and the groaning creation will become a glorious creation!

This cure of the curse is described in Revelation 21:1-5 and Revelation 22:1-5,

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign forever and ever.

Notice the beginning of verse three: “No longer will there be any curse.” All of the effects of sin on this universe will be wiped away! 

Scholars are generally agreed that the physical universe is not destined for destruction but for renewal, as F. F. Bruce writes, 

These words of Paul point not to the annihilation of the present material universe on the day of revelation, to be replaced by a universe entirely new, but to the transformation of the present universe so that it will fulfil the purpose for which God created it. Here again we hear the echo of an Old Testament hope—the creation of ‘new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells’ (2 Pet. 3:13, quoting Isa. 65:17; 66:22; cf. Rev. 21:1). But the transformation of the universe depends on the completion of man’s transformation by the working of God’s grace.

Now the third verse of “Joy to the World” comes into focus:

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, far as the curse is found,

Far as, far as, the curse is found.

Of course, this looks forward, not backward, to Christ’s second coming, not His first. What we are to do in the meantime is seen in Romans 8:24-25, “For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.” Again, I like how    J. B. Phillips puts this: “We were saved by this hope, but in our moments of impatience let us remember that hope always means waiting for something that we haven’t yet got. But if we hope for something we cannot see, then we must settle down to wait for it in patience.”

The aorist tense (esōthēmen) implies that the salvation is already ours; the phrase “in this hope” indicates that our full enjoyment of it lies in the future.
 Why should anyone hope for what is a present reality? The very existence of Christian hope shows that the full extent and the full riches of the Christian salvation have yet to appear.
 We understand that the best is yet to come! So as believers we need not get frustrated as we see and experience suffering and pain in this world. We know that temporary suffering will one day give way to eternal glory.

Why do we have to wait? We read in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” He is giving people every chance to come and be saved. It is God’s grace that makes us wait in hope. Mounce writes,

Hope is an integral part of the Christian experience. It testifies to the fact that something of importance lies in the future. Hope keeps us from becoming so absorbed in the present that we forget the promises of God regarding the future. It prevents us from so fixing our gaze on what is that we lose sight of what will be. Saving faith trusts God for what He has done; saving hope trusts Him for what He will do.

Only when sin is finally done away can the world be renewed. Thus one end of Scripture answers to the other: God speaks to man at the beginning, in Eden, in Genesis 3:17: “Cursed is the ground because of you.” He speaks again at the end, in Paradise, in Revelation 21:5: “I am making everything new!”
 And in that new heaven and new earth there will be no more curse (Revelation 22:3).

And so in Psalm 98, all creation will rejoice at the coming of the Lord. All nature combines to sing, “Even so come, Lord Jesus.” (Rev. 22:20). There will come a day when all wrongs will be righted and all sins will be judged, and the Judge will bring justice and equity to the earth.

Far as the curse is found.
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