CLASSIC CAROLS OF CHRISTMAS
#3 JOY TO THE WORLD
December 14th, 2008 – Psalm 98

We have been looking at some of the Classic Carols of Christmas the past couple weeks. I hope you are discovering some fresh insights along the way as we prepare our hearts to celebrate the birth of Jesus. This morning we reflect on one of the most upbeat carols: Joy to the World which has been around for almost 300 years.  Someone said, Christmas is a joyous day for children, but for parents joy on earth comes several days later when all the batteries wear out! Unfortunately batteries seem to be lasting longer all the time!
One day a man sat down under a tree in London, England and began to compose poetry based on Psalm 98. As a teenager he once complained to his father that most of the songs they sang in church were boring to him - too far behind the times - tiresome tunes and meaningless words. His father put an end to his son’s complaints by saying,
 If you think you can write something better, then why don’t you? He accepted that challenge and went to his room and wrote his first song at the age of 18: When I Survey the Wondrous Cross. For the next two years he wrote one song every week. That’s not bad advice for us. When faced with something we don’t like – rather than complain take action. Eventually it added up to over 600 in his lifetime.  Who was this young teenager?  Isaac Watts. 
Isaac Watts wrote this song at a time in which most people only sang the psalms in their worship services. Watts didn’t think that the arrangements were very good for singing, so he set about the task of trying to do a better job of making those psalms relevant to his time. He was probably seen as a bit of a radical since he departed from the traditional worship form of his day. How many are glad he did?  He would later be called the Father of English hymnody. The original title was The Messiah’s Coming and Kingdom. When he wrote this in 1719, Isaac had in mind primarily Jesus’ second coming, not his first coming. But over the last 100 years or so it has become more associated with Christmas as well as the second coming. This carol however, need not be limited to Christmas. With that background let’s READ Psalm 98 together! Today we will ponder four questions. Let’s sing verse one:
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 heav’n and nature sing, And heav’n and heav’n and nature sing.

AM I LIVING LIFE IN THE JOY OF THE LORD?
Joy to the world! The Lord is come” This first verse is based on Psalm 98:4, 6 Shout for joy to the LORD, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music…with trumpets and the blast of the ram’s horn – shout for joy before the LORD, the king. The first question is:  Am I living life in the joy of the Lord? Pastor John Piper says, God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. This is so true. And not only does this show us how to have joy; it also shows us why so many people are living without true joy. Some reflect this attitude: I sure am glad Christmas comes only once a year. I couldn’t take it any more often. Christmas is a stressful time for many people. For some it is a time of intense loneliness or crushing grief because of a loved one who is gone. May the comfort of God be yours in a special way if that’s you.  Even at its best, Christmas means parties to plan, gifts to buy, elaborate meals to cook, and long trips to take. Instead of living in JOY, many only end up being frustrated this time of year!

I heard a story about a woman who was doing her last-minute Christmas shopping at a crowded mall. She was tired of fighting the crowds. She was tired of standing in lines. She was tired of fighting her way down long aisles looking for a gift that had sold out days before. Her arms were full of bulky packages when the Elevator door opened. It was full. The occupants of the Elevator grudgingly tightened ranks to allow a small space for her and her load. As the doors closed she blurted out, Whoever is responsible for this whole Christmas thing ought to be arrested, strung up, and shot! A few others nodded their heads or grunted in agreement. Then, from somewhere in the back of the elevator came a single voice that said, Don’t worry. They already crucified him. It is all about how God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son. True joy comes from keeping CHRIST in Christmas.
Unfortunately, many people leave CHRIST out of Christmas. Instead of looking to Jesus, people look for JOY anywhere and everywhere else. Madonna was asked if she was happy person.  She replied, I am a tormented person. I have moments of happiness. I am working towards knowing myself …. and I assume that will bring me happiness. 
Pretty much everybody wants happiness. In fact, people do what they do for the purpose of finding happiness. 
Joy is not the same thing as happy – there are lots of people who can be happy. Years ago, Buffalo Bills offensive lineman Glenn Parker was asked why NFL linemen are generally cheerful, and said, There are not a lot of well-paying jobs for 300-pounders. We found one, and we're happy about it. There is lots of happiness. In fact, much of our culture is consumed with trying to create pleasure and happiness. People work hard to buy possessions that can make them happy. They look for happiness in entertainment, hobbies, sports, passions and various addictions. Or … like Madonna … they look deep, deep, deep within … thinking maybe that’s where that elusive happiness is hiding. 

The Bible says a lot about JOY. The kind of JOY the Bible talks about goes much deeper than mere happiness. What’s the difference between joy and happiness? Oswald Chambers describes it like this: Happiness depends on what happens; joy does not. You see happiness deals with what is happening. Happiness depends on circumstance. In fact, for most people happiness is nothing more than a temporary interruption to boredom. We’ve all heard kids complain, I’m bored. That means, I want some happiness, and I’m NOT finding it! 

D.L. Moody elaborates: Happiness is caused by things that happen around me and circumstances will mar it; but joy flows right on through trouble; joy flows on through the dark; joy flows in the night as well as in the day; joy flows all through persecution and opposition. It is an unceasing fountain bubbling up in the heart; a secret spring the world can't see and doesn't know anything about.  That’s why Billy Sunday said, If you have no joy in your religion, there's a leak in your Christianity somewhere. Genuine joy, does not depend on what’s happening. Joy is an inner sense of well-being that has nothing to do with circumstances. The kind of JOY the Bible describes can’t be found in possessions or entertainments or even in looking deeply into your inner self. The first line of Joy this carol sums it up. There is one reason --- and only one --- that we can find JOY in this world. As the song says, we can have joy because The Lord has come! And our hearts are preparing room for him daily.
A wealthy man and his son loved to collect rare works of art. They had everything in their collection, from Picasso to Raphael. They would often sit together and admire the great works of art. When the Vietnam conflict broke out, the son went to war. He was very courageous and died in battle while rescuing another soldier. The father was notified and grieved deeply for his only son. About a month later, just before Christmas, there was a knock at the door. A young man stood at the door with a large package in his hands. He said, Sir, you don't know me, but I am the soldier for whom your son gave his life. He saved many lives that day, and he was carrying me to safety when a bullet struck him in the heart and he died instantly. He often talked about you, and your love for art. The young man held out this package. I know this isn't much. I'm not really a great artist, but I think your son would have wanted you to have this. The father opened the package. It was a portrait of his son, painted by the young man. He stared in awe at the way the soldier had captured the personality of his son in the painting. The father was so drawn to the eyes that his own eyes welled up with tears. He thanked the young man and offered to pay him for the picture. No sir, I could never repay what your son did for me. It's a gift. The father hung the portrait over his mantle. Every time visitors came to his home he took them to see the portrait of his son before he showed them any of the other great works he had collected.
 A few years later the man died too. Since he had no heir, all his paintings were to be sold at auction. Collectors came from all around; it isn't often that such a great collection becomes available. As the auction opened the first painting on the platform was the painting of the son. The auctioneer pounded his gavel. We will start the bidding with this picture of the son. Who will bid for this picture? There was silence. After a few moments, a voice in the back of the room shouted, We want to see the famous paintings. Skip this one. But the auctioneer persisted. Finally, a voice came from the very back of the room. It was the longtime gardener of the man and his son. I'll give $10 for the painting. Being a poor man, it was all he could afford. Give it to him for $10. Let's see the masters, people shouted..  Going once, twice, SOLD for $10! The auctioneer laid down his gavel. I'm sorry, the auction is over.  When I was called to conduct this auction, I was told of a secret stipulation in the will. I was not allowed to reveal that stipulation until this time. Only the painting of the son would be auctioned.  According to the will of the father, whoever takes the son...gets it all. His message today is: Whoever takes the Son gets it all. That’s joys source. The joy of the Lord is our strength (Nehemiah 8:10) Are you living life in the joy of the Lord? Let’s sing verse two:
Joy to the earth! The Savior reigns! Let men their songs employ; while fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains, Repeat the sounding joy, Repeat the sounding joy, Repeat, repeat the sounding joy.
WHAT AREAS OF MY LIFE AM I TRYING TO MAINTAIN CONTROL?

Joy to the earth! The Savior reigns! The second verse is based on Psalm 98:2,8: The LORD has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations…Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy…The second question is: What areas of my life am I trying to maintain control?  There’s a Christmas card that says: If our greatest need had been information, God would have sent an educator. If our greatest need had been technology, God would have sent a scientist. If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent an economist. If our greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent an entertainer. But our greatest need was forgiveness, so he sent us a Savior. We are blessed to be in relationship we Jesus as our Savior are we not? Jesus did come to forgive us of our sins didn’t He? Absolutely!  Jesus also came to be our KING! That is were the battle lies for the Christian isn’t it? It’s easier receiving forgiveness of sins in our relationship with Christ than allowing Jesus Christ to reign as KING over every area of our lives. Surrender is hard. We want to be in charge.
While he was living here on earth, Jesus encountered large crowds who were ready and willing to follow him. But they were not at all ready to let him take charge. They wanted Him to do things their way not the other way around. There are a lot of people today who are more than willing to welcome all the good things Christ wants to offer them. But they don’t want Him to try to take charge of their business ethics, their entertainments, the language they use when under pressure, or their public image. They don’t want Jesus to be in charge of where they live, or who they date, or who they marry, or what kind of career they choose. Joy is that deep confidence that God is in control in every area of our life while our lack of joy comes when we try and control our own lives. That’s the battle!  
Psalm 24:9-10 says, Lift up your heads, O you gates; lift them up, you ancient doors, that the King of glory may come in. Who is he, this Kings of glory? The LORD Almighty-hi is the King of glory. In King David’s day the priests

say to those carrying the ark of the covenant, Who is this King of glory? And they would respond, The LORD Almighty-he is the King of glory. The ark was a symbol of God’s presence. We have KING Jesus standing at the door of our hearts and knocking. When there is a knock at our door it is common to ask, Who’s there? Jesus desire is that we open the door of our heart, not only as admission is given to a guest, but as possession is delivered to the rightful owner. This is the call and conflict of Christmas. How will we respond to the KING?  There is only room for one King in our heart. Think about a chair that represents our Christian life. When we want to be King we place ourselves in the chair. This black heart represents sin ruling our life. When we let Jesus rule He sits in the chair. This white heart represents Jesus ruling our life as His child. Battle is between King Jesus vs. Chris, child of the KING. 
A five year old saw glistening white pearls at the store. Oh please, Mommy. Can I have them?   Quickly the mother checked the price. A dollar ninety-five. That's almost $2.00. If you really want them, I'll think of some extra chores for you and in no time you can save enough money to buy them for yourself. Your birthday's only a week away and you might get another crisp dollar bill from grandma. As soon as Jenny got home, she emptied her penny bank and counted out 17 pennies. After dinner, she did more than her share of chores. On her birthday, Grandma did give her another new dollar bill and at last she had enough money to buy the necklace. Jenny loved her pearls. They made her feel dressed up and grown up. She wore them everywhere--Sunday school, kindergarten, even to bed. Jenny had a very loving daddy and every night when she was ready for bed, he would stop whatever he was doing and come upstairs to read her a story. One night when he finished the story, he asked Jenny, Do you love me? Oh yes, Daddy. You know that I love you.  Then give me your pearls.  Oh, Daddy, not my pearls. But you can have Princess-- the white horse from my collection. The one with the pink tail. Remember, Daddy? The one you gave me. She's my favorite.  That's okay, Honey. Daddy loves you. Good night. And he brushed her cheek with a kiss. This went on several weeks. One night dad found Jenny sitting on her bed with her legs crossed Indian-style. As he came close, he noticed her chin was trembling and one silent tear rolled down her cheek. What is it, Jenny? What's the matter? Jenny didn't say anything but lifted her little hand up to her daddy. And, when she opened it, there was her little pearl necklace. With a little quiver, she finally said, Here, Daddy. It's for you. With tears gathering in his own eyes, Jenny's kind daddy reached out with one hand to take the dime-store necklace, and with the other hand he reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue velvet case with a strand of beautiful genuine pearls. He had had them all the time. He was just waiting for her to give up the dime-store stuff so he could give her genuine treasure. Our Heavenly Father asks us for our necklace. For those things that control our lives. Our sin for His righteousness. Our worries for his peace! Our surrender for His ways. God never takes something away without giving us something better in return. As a Pastor I have had to learn to give God control over the places I desire to live vs. the places He desires us to live. . What areas of your life are you still trying to control? How will you respond to the King? Let’s sing vs. 3:
No more let sins and sorrow 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.
HOW CAN I FLOW IN THE BLESSINGS OF CHRISTMAS?

He comes to make His blessings flow…Here Watts strays from the words of Psalm 98. Ephesians 1:3 says, Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. A third question is How can I flow in the blessings of Christmas?  The issue is not if God wants to bless us. He does. He wants us to abound in blessing. What is the key to flowing in His blessings?
No more let sins and sorrow grow. Nor thorns infest the ground. We don’t have to look very far to find the curse of the first Adam do we?  Satan told Adam and Eve that if they eat off the tree it will be good and it will make you wise. But in the end that luscious looking fruit brought a horrible curse and unending sorrow. God said to Adam, 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… (Genesis 3:17b-18a). The whole world is groaning in pain like a woman giving birth to a child because of this curse (Rom. 8:22) An elderly man went to the doctor for a visit. Doc, I am so sick. I have chest pains, headaches, back pains, nausea, arthritis, stomach cramps, earaches, burning in the eyes, congested lungs…The doctor interrupted, …you complain you have so many things. What don’t you have?  He replied, teeth!  Sin still brings a bitter curse and painful sorrow today. 

The last chapter of the Bible says, No longer will there be any curse. (Rev. 22:3).When Jesus returns, there will be no more sin or sorrow. He will come to reverse the curse that came at the Fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Jesus will return to redeem the earth – so that thorns no longer infest the ground. Far as the curse is found, Jesus will come to reverse the curse. What a great day that will be. We can begin to enjoy it now, though. Because Jesus has already come – he can stop the growth of sin in your life. He has come to set us free from sin, sorrow, thorns, and its curse today. 
As we look forward to 2009 why not make this our theme: Redeem the time in 2009!  Let this be a year for God’s redeeming grace to affect your life in fresh ways. The sins, sorrows, and thorns that got the best of you in 2008 or even before will not get the best of us in 2009. Why?  We are learning to live under the power of the cross and the blood  of Christ. The curse is broken and we are able to flow in God’s blessings. Blessings of forgiveness, self-control, patience, hope, joy and purpose in life. The blessings of Christmas is wrapped up in the person of Jesus. Our relationship determines the measure of the blessing. Will you experience a trickle or a flood of blessings in 2009? 

He rules the world with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove. The glories of His righteousness and wonders of His love, And wonders of His love, And wonders, wonders of His love.
AM I LEARNING TO BALANCE TRUTH WITH GRACE?

He rules the world with truth and grace. The final verse is based on Psalm 98:3, 9: 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…He will judge the world in rightreousness…Our final question is: Am I learning to balance truth with grace?  You see, sometimes truth is not very gracious. When I hear someone say, Well, I just told it like it was, I know they probably just offended someone by going heavy on the TRUTH and light on the GRACE. I like this old saying: Truth without love is dogmatism, Love without truth is sentimentality, But truth with love is true Christianity Dogmatism is an arrogant, stubborn assertion of opinion or belief.
A little boy visiting his grandparents had received his first slingshot. He practiced in the woods, but he could never hit his target. As he came back to Grandma’s back yard, he spied her pet duck. On an impulse he took aim and let fly. The stone hit, and the duck fell dead. The boy panicked. Desperately he hid the duck in the wood pile, only to look up and see his sister watching. Sally had seen it all, but she said nothing. After lunch Grandma said, Sally, let’s wash dishes. Sally said, Johnny told me he wanted to help don’t you Johnny? She whispered, Remember the duck! So Johnny did the dishes.
Later Grandpa asked if the children wanted to go fishing. Grandma said, I’m sorry I need Sally to help with supper. Sally smiled, That’s all taken care of Johnny wants to do it. Remember the duck. Johnny stayed and Sally fished. After several days of Johnny doing both his chores and Sally’s, finally he could not stand it. He confessed to Grandma that he’d killed the duck. I know Johnny. I was standing at the window and saw the whole thing. Because I love you, I forgave you. I wondered how long you would let Sally make a slave of you. Jesus brings joy because He is the perfect balance of truth and grace. As we have been forgiven so we can extend that truth and grace to others.
I heard a story about a dad who found a way to mix truth and grace one year at Christmas. He and his family were putting up a big Nativity scene in their front yard. Finally all the little statues were in place: Mary, Joseph, and the Baby in the manger, the Angels, the Shepherds, and various barnyard animals. Then little Scott came out carrying one of his favorite toys: a fierce Tyrannosaurus Rex, King of the dinosaurs. It was one of those plastic figures that you inflate. It towered over the Nativity Scene, looking fierce, big, green … and certainly out of place. The dad tried to explain to Scott that Dinosaurs existed thousands of years before the baby Jesus was born. He told him that Prehistoric beasts just don’t belong in a Nativity Scene. But the little boy looked so heartbroken that the dad mixed grace with the truth. The truth was, a Dinosaur didn’t belong there, but out of grace, the dad put the beloved toy behind the scene. So, the fierce Tyrannosaurus Rex hovered over the Manger and everyone else.

Actually, that Menacing Beast hovering over the manger may not have been as out of place as you would think. There is a Nativity Account that very few people think of at Christmas time. Revelation 12 describes the birth of Christ this way: A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. Revelation 12:1-5 The truth is that a dinosaur hovering over the manger is more appropriate than we might realize. For each of us there is a menacing character that threatens to rob us of all our JOY. But at Christmas we can remember that Jesus is stronger than all the “Dinosaurs” or “Dragons” in your life.

God has given us the Victory and  that is why we can sing: JOY TO THE WORLD! As you reflect on these four questions this week. May your life be filled with the joy that comes from the Lord. AMEN!



