CLASSIC CAROLS OF CHRISTMAS

#1 - HARK THE HERALD ANGELS SING
November 30th, 2008 – Luke 2:13-14

Have you heard about three men who died during the Christmas season? They stood before the angel Gabriel. Gabriel said, In honor of this most holy season you must each –possess something that symbolizes Christmas to get into heaven. The first fumbled through his pockets and pulled out a lighter and flicked it on. This represents a candle. Gabriel said, You may enter. The second pulled out a set of keys. They’re bells. Gabriel said, You may enter.

The third searched desperately and pulled out a pair of glasses. Gabriel looked puzzled. What do these symbolize?

The man replied, They’re Carol’s!  We begin a new series today: Classic Carols Of Christmas!
Over the next several weeks, we’re going to take a close look at several of the best loved Christmas carols. We’ve sung these songs for many years and they contain wonderful biblical truth. How many would agree that one of  the challenges we face is that we can become so familiar with these carols that we sing them without paying much attention to their meaning?  Let me suggest several reasons for this series: First, to better understand some of the familiar, beloved, biblical Christmas carols.  Most of these you have memorized long, long ago. So we may say with childlike wonder, Wow, I never realized that about that particular carol or I never realized that about that phrase. Next, to serve as a window into the story of Jesus birth. To better appreciate the truths of Scripture that is being highlighted by these carols. These carols become a doorway or a window into those biblical truths.
Finally, to enhance our worship as we give glory and praise to God in song.
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO THIS  CAROL
So this morning, let’s begin by looking at Hark! The Herald Angels Sing!  Written by Charles Wesley, brother to John who was founder of the Methodist church. Charles wrote over 6,000 hymns (Christ the Lord is Risen Today). When he first penned those words in 1739, he called it Hymn For Christmas Day! The first line went Hark, how all the welkin rings. I know your thinking. What in the world is a welkin? Me too! I found out that it is an Old English word referring to the heavens!   He is speaking of the totality of the inhabited universe giving glory to God, including that part of the universe in which God Himself dwells.  So it’s a beautiful expression of the totality of the universe, the cosmos (world), and creation.  But apparently somewhere along the line, there was someone who said to Wesley, Maybe you want to make that a little simpler, so that ordinary mortals can understand.
George Whitefield changed this line to the one we now sing fourteen years later in 1753.
We sing only 3 of the 5 verses he wrote. We’ll look at the two lost verses just for fun a little later in the message. Charles originally said that this hymn required solemn, slow music (listen to the original tune). It would be more than a century later that an English church musician named William Cummings noticed how well the words fit with a melody that Felix Mendelssohn had composed in 1840. He made the final changes of this Christmas classic. This has often been called the most popular hymn in the English language. Many hymnologists say it is among  the 3 or 4 best hymns ever written. The many people who had a hand in this carol reminds me that we all have a part to play in God’s kingdom. Your part is needed in time, talents, and treasures! Now is the time to be salt and light in a culture paralyzed with fear over the future, and desperate for some hope, peace, and purpose in life. 
The Scriptural background points us to the well-known words of Luke 2:13-14. Even people who never crack open the Bible have a chance to hear the Gospel in the Charlie Brown Christmas Special. Every December since 1965, we hear Linus explain the true meaning of Christmas to Charlie Brown. After being mocked for picking such a lousy tree Charlie Brown hangs his head in despair and confesses he does not know what the true meaning of Christmas is all about. Linus recites Luke 2:8-20 but let’s go to verse 14. And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests. Remember what the gang sang after the little tree was fixed up? You guessed it! Hark The Herald Angels Sing. With that little bit of background let’s sing verse one together:
Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King; Peace on earth, and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled. Joyful all Ye Nations rise. Join the triumph of the skies. With angelic hosts proclaim, Christ is born in Bethlehem. Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.
PAY ATTENTION TO THE ANGELS PROCLAMATION
The first verse describes a BIRTH ANNOUNCEMENT. Notice he begins by calling us to hark, as the herald angels sing.   Hark means to pay attention, listen.  In other words, he’s saying listen to these divine messengers, these angels that God has sent as heralds.  Pay attention to what they are singing. It’s very important!
Let me just say a word about angels. Angels are mentioned 108 times in the Old Testament and 165 in the New Testament. They are so numerous that the Bible says in Revelation 5:11 that they number, thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. That’s a bunch! Probably one of the best practical descriptions of the angels purpose is found in Hebrews chapter 1:14: Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? One of the best books I have read on the subject is a book by Billy Graham, Angels: God’s Secret Agents. In the book he tells a story of Dr. S.W. Mitchell, a celebrated Philadelphia neurologist. He was awakened by someone knocking on his door. A little girl, poorly dressed, and deeply upset. She said her mother was desperately ill with pneumonia. After arranging for medical care, he complimented the mother on the intelligence and persistence of her little daughter. The woman looked at him strangely. My daughter died a month ago. Her shoes and coat are in the clothes closet. When he looked inside there hung the very coat worn by the little girl. It was warm and dry and could not possibly have been out in the wintry night. Was this the work of an angel?
The angel’s message was one of peace and mercy. Glory to the newborn King. Peace on earth, and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled! In other words, he’s saying, ‘Listen: those divine messengers, those herald angels, are announcing the birth of a king, who is the King.  Then he says, Peace on earth, and mercy mild. This King’s messengers, are not bringing a message of war, but a message of peace. They’re not announcing a message of condemnation and judgment, but a message of mercy.  And then he explains exactly what kind of peace and mercy he has in mind in the next phrase:  God and sinners reconciled.  This peace and mercy consists in the reconciliation of God and sinners accomplished through the birth of this King. We have peace as believers because we have been reconciled with God. Jesus was born to reconcile us sinners to God. In our sin, we became enemies of a holy God. The people on this planet, who don’t have Jesus as their Savior and Lord, are still enemies of God. They know nothing but the wrath of God. It is why they frequently say, “God hates me” or “Where is God” or “If God is supposed to be a loving God, why does he let these bad things happen.”  Peace in a Biblical sense is being in a right relationship with God. Then we can be ambassadors of reconciliation to others (2 Cor. 5:18-20).
The last half of this verse gives us the right response to this wonderful gospel message, Joyful, all ye nations rise, join the triumph of the skies; with the angelic host proclaim, ‘Christ is born in Bethlehem. He’s saying this: Our response to this kind of a message is to stand up in joyous awe and praise of God.  In the Scriptures, when someone comes into the presence of God, they rise—and very often they take off their shoes, in humble adoration, in awe of the presence of the Almighty God.  Well, Wesley calls on all the nations to stand up! During the First World War German and British soldiers shared a brief moment of praise to God during the annual Christmas truce. As the fighting stopped they sang Christmas carols together and even played a game of soccer on Christmas Day. England won. The next morning the fighting began all over again. Everything was back to normal. One day every tongue, tribe, and nation will stand up and give Jesus Christ praise and glory in perfect harmony. Who needs this message of reconciliation in your sphere of influence? Don’t give up! Keep praying! 
Notice that we don’t sing our praise and joy, alone. We join with the angelic host. There’s a cute story told about a five-year-old girl singing this song at her house and instead of, with the angelic host proclaim, she sang, with the jelly toast proclaim. Then we have a refrain, which invites us to express our own praise to God for the glorious gift of God’s Son. When we sing Glory to the newborn King we are confessing that the focus of our hearts and lives ought to be on giving God glory. Just as the angels busy themselves with the praise of God, what should we be busying ourselves with this season? The praises of God or the trappings of the season?  The praises of God or carrying the worry of the world on our shoulders? There’s nothing more important than the praise of God.  If that isn’t your priority this season, I suggest you adopt an angelic priority: the praise of God.  Let’s sing verse two:
Christ by highest heaven adored; Christ, the everlasting Lord! Late in time behold Him come, Offspring of the virgin’s womb: Veiled in flesh the Godhead see, Hail, the incarnate deity.  Pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus our Emmanuel. Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.
IT’S ALL ABOUT PRESENCE NOT P-R-E-S-E-N-T-S

This second verse emphasizes WHO JESUS WAS. Charles Wesley managed to pack four important truths about Jesus identity into this one short verse. Let’s take a moment to ponder each phrase: 

SON OF GOD --Christ by highest heaven adored; Christ, the everlasting Lord! John 1:1 says: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  Jesus Christ is the Son of God.

VIRGIN BIRTH -- Late in time behold Him come, Offspring of the virgin’s womb. Isaiah 7:14 prophesied: Therefore, the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel. Late in time is not suggesting that Jesus missed His schedule. That after many hundreds of years of His people waiting, at the right time, the time of God the Father’s appointment; He has come into the world.

SON OF MAN --Veiled in flesh the Godhead see, Hail, the incarnate deity Pleased as man with man to dwell. In John 1:14 we read: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth Hebrews 4:15 tells us: We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are --- yet was without sin.  He’s saying here that Christ in His mercy has been pleased—that is, He has chosen of His own will—to dwell with us, like us, in a fallen world, as a human being.  An elderly Christian man was walking through a park on a cold wintry afternoon. He noticed some birdseed had been put out to keep the birds alive. Dozen of birds were feeding. He walked closer and they became anxious. A step closer and they began fluttering their wings. A step closer they left their feast unfinished and flew away. The man reflected on what had just happened. Why did the sparrows scatter even though he had no hurtful intentions? Then it struck him. It was not his intentions that caused the birds to scatter; it was because he was SO BIG!  He could have never walked among them unless he became a sparrow, flew down to them, and shared their life. Isn’t that what God the Father did out His great love for us when He sent His Son? To walk among us as God and man! Awesome!
EMMANUEL-- Jesus our Emmanuel. Have you noticed it?  It’s the first time in this carol that the name Jesus is mentioned. All the way into the eighth phrase of the second stanza. He’s His people’s Savior, and He is literally, Emmanuel: God with us. A mother was looking for a good name for her newborn child. She saw on the door of a building the word, NOSMO. She liked it. Some time later she saw the name KING on the other door of the same building. The boy was baptized as Nosmo King Smith. After the baptism, she passed the building again. The two doors were now closed together. It was not Nosmo King, but No Smoking! What a shock that must have been.
I am so glad that our God is good at naming names. There is no confusion with God at all. Jesus our Emmanuel!
It’s all about PRESENCE not P-R-E-S-E-N-T-S isn’t it?

Jesus is Emmanuel – God with us when we are lonely and it seems we are all alone. Or when there is too much month at the end of the money and we are hard pressed to make ends meet. Or when we are weighed down with a load of worry and stress and feel the weight of the world on our shoulders. Or when an unexpected accident catches you off guard. A Pastor slipped on some ice which was on a wheelchair ramp going out the door to the 8:00 a.m. service. Somehow he managed to preach through both services in a wheelchair. He went to the emergency room after service and the x-ray revealed a broken ankle. That pastor commented about an unusual presence that sustained him during those services. That pastor was me! One member commented, If the pastor can go to church like that my excuses are pretty lame. Immanuel meets us in the broken places of our lives. That’s why I love doing these every member visits. One member said, I never had a pastor visit me before. In one recent visit I had the joy of just being a friend to someone who needed a listening ear! I call it being Jesus with skin on. Whatever you are going through may Jesus our Emmanuel – His presence give you strength and courage to face any challenge. Also I challenge you to be Jesus with skin on to somebody this Christmas season. Invite them to Sunday service. Invite them to Christmas Eve or Day services. Invite them to a special gathering.  Charles Wesley really packed a whollop into the few lines we just sang didn’t he. Showing us all that Jesus was both fully God and fully man. Let’s sing verse three:
Hail the heaven born prince of peace! Hail the Sun of Righteousness! Light and life to all He brings, Risen with healing in His wings. Mild he lays his Glory by, born that man no more may die. Born to raise the sons of earth. Born to give them second birth. Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.
PREPARE EACH DAY TO LIVE A FULL AND ABUNDANT LIFE

The third verse teaches WHAT JESUS OFFERS the Christian. Notice how this verse begins. With the word Hail.  Now, we’re not singing about hail storms. And this isn’t a Texan’s way of talking about that place where the devil lives. The word Hail means to acclaim, salute, acknowledge.  The newborn King is being acknowledged as the fulfillment of two Old Testament prophecies.  Hail the heavenly Prince of Peace!  Wesley is taking us all the way back to Isaiah 9:6, where the Messiah is described (among other things) as the Prince of Peace; and he’s saying when we hail Jesus— when we acknowledge Jesus, as the Prince of Peace who was prophesied by Isaiah, that very peace can be reality in our daily lives.  And when we hail Jesus, as the Sun of Righteousness…ris’n with healing in His wings. he’s going back to the first part of Malachi 4:2a, and he’s saying that Jesus the Messiah is the Son of Righteousness with healing grace prophesied by Malachi, that very healing grace can be reality in our daily lives as well. 
Jesus brings LIGHT and LIFE: Light and life to all He brings… John 1:4 says of Jesus: In Him was life, and that life was the light of men… Jesus said in John 10:10, The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. As we acknowledge by grace though faith what Jesus offers us we too are able to live a full and abundant life. Some people believe that those who follow Jesus will be repressed, bored, and miserable. Nothing could be further from the truth. True life is found only in Him. And Jesus sheds light on the most vital issues of life. His Word truly is a light that guides us into a fulfilling life.
Jesus brings HEALING: Risen with healing in His wings. I Peter 2:24 explains: He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 
Jesus brings VICTORY OVER DEATH: Mild he lays his Glory by, born that man no more may die. Born to raise the sons of earth. Born to give them second birth. I Corinthians 15:55 & 57: Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting? … Thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.  When Jesus entered the world, everything changed. LIFE and LIGHT came to a dark world. DEATH was swallowed up in victory. Dr. James Dobson relates a story of an elderly woman named Stella Thornhope who was struggling with her first Christmas alone. Her husband had died a few months prior through a slow-developing cancer. Now, several days before Christmas, she was almost snowed in by a brutal weather system. She felt terribly alone--so much so, she decided she was not going to decorate for Christmas.
Late that afternoon, the doorbell rang. There was a delivery boy with a box. He said, "Mrs. Thornhope?" She nodded. He said, "Would you sign here?" She invited him to step inside and closed the door to get away from the cold. She signed the paper and said, "What's in the box?" The young man laughed and opened up the flap. Inside was a little puppy, a gold Labrador retriever. The delivery boy picked up the squirming pup and explained, "This is for you, Ma'am. He's six weeks old, completely housebroken." The young puppy began to wiggle in happiness at being released from captivity. "Who sent this?" Mrs. Thornhope asked. The young man set the animal down and handed her an envelope and said, "It's all explained here in this envelope, Ma'am. The dog was bought last July while its mother was still pregnant. It was meant to be a Christmas gift to you." In desperation, she again asked, "Who sent me this puppy?" As the young man turned to leave, he said, "Your husband, Ma'am. Merry Christmas!" She opened up the letter from her husband. He had written it three weeks before he died and left it with the kennel owner to be delivered with the puppy as his last Christmas gift to her. The letter was full of love and encouragement and admonishments to be strong. He vowed that he was waiting for the day when she would join him. He had sent her this young animal to keep her company until then. She wiped away the tears, put the letter down and, remembering the puppy at her feet, picked up that golden furry ball and held it to her neck. Then she looked out the window at the lights that lined the neighbor's house, and she heard the radio in the kitchen, "Joy to the world, the Lord has come." Suddenly, Stella felt the most amazing sensation of peace rushing over her. Her heart felt a joy and a wonder greater than the grief of loneliness. And she spoke to the dog, "Little Fella, it's just you and me. But you know what? There's a box down in the basement I bet you would like. It's got a little Christmas tree in it and some decorations and some lights that are going to impress you. And there's a manger scene down there. How about let's go get it." ."  Light is more powerful than darkness. God is more powerful than Satan. Good will overcome evil. Joy is stronger than disappointment. That's the message of Christmas. Finally, verse 4 & 5 seem to have been forgotten!
THE FORGOTTEN VERSES

Come, Desire of nations, come, Fix in us Thy humble home;  Rise, the woman’s conquering seed  Bruise in us the serpent’s head.  Now display Thy saving power, Ruined nature now restore; Now in mystic union join, Thine to ours, and ours to Thine. Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.
Adam’s likeness, Lord, efface; Stamp Thy image in its place. Second Adam (last Adam-1 Cor. 15:25)  from above, Reinstate us in Thy love. Let us Thee, though lost, regain, Thee, the life, the inner Man;  O! to all Thyself impart, Form’d in each believing heart. Hark! The herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.
I’ll let you reflect on the last two verses on your own. Let me just point out in the fifth verse it talks about Second Adam from above. Well 1 Corinthians 15:25 says, The first Adam became a living being, the last Adam, a life giving spirit. Jesus is the last Adam not the second Adam! 

The fourth verse says,  Come, Desire of nations, come…Do not underestimate the importance of the word come.  Just as Jesus came the first time He will come again a second time. Oh what a glorious day that will be for the church. Till then we remember Jesus words, your kingdom come.  Nancy McGuirk prayed, Please, Lord, let this Christmas be everything it’s supposed to be! But would it, now that her husband and her had separated? It had only been two months and she and the kids were still trying to get the hang of running the farm. She was tired from feeling bitter, frightened, and abandoned. While she was out feeding the animals in the barn she thought: What a wonderful place this barn is. I have not felt so at peace in a long while. Is that why you chose to be born in a barn, Lord? Away from the hustle and bustle, and tribulations of the world? In that place a wonder and awe washed over her, as the pain and anger and rejection in her heart melted. Every problem and every worry fell away. She felt as if nothing stood between her and God’s love. She felt a new strength fill her, one that would not fail or abandon her. Christmas may never be the same again for her and her children. But she said, The good news was in the powerful reality of Jesus birth, and the love that lit our darkness like the brightest star. On that Christmas Eve he came to a barn once again, just to remind me of that love . The kingdom of God continues to come. Jesus continues to come to us in His Word. Jesus continues to come to us as we receive His body & blood. Jesus comes to us today! 

Your mission this week is to sing and reflect on the words of this carol and the truth of God’s Word. Be Jesus with skin on this week to somebody. Know His presence is with you and His kingdom is coming in your life. AMEN!
