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This morning our sermon series on the great hymns and carols of Christmas ends with a great crescendo, on a high note of joy: “Joy to the world! the Lord is come.”  Shouldn’t that be the natural conclusion to Advent and the Christmas season- unconstrained happiness and joy for the gift God has given us in the birth of his son, Jesus Christ!  I can’t tell you a whole lot about the circumstances under which this hymn came to be written but I CAN tell you some things about the one man most credited with composing it.  Known as “the Father of English Hymnody,” Issac Watts is famous for having penned some of the church’s greatest hymns including “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” “Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun,” and “Our God, Our Help in Ages Past.”  Young Isaac was a precocious child who learned Latin at the age of four, Greek when he was eight, French at eleven, and Hebrew when he was thirteen.  He took to writing poetry at an early age so that by the time he was fifteen, he was already writing hymns, largely because he found the church’s music of his day so dreadful.  As he later put it, “The singing of God’s praise is the part of worship nearest heaven, and its performance among us is the worst on earth.”

One Sunday after returning from some particularly atrocious service, he was complaining about it when his father exclaimed, “Then give us something better, young man.”  He did, and before the evening service had begun, Isaac had written his first hymn:


Behold the glories of the Lamb


     Amidst his Father’s throne;

Prepare new honors for his name,


     And songs before unknown.

This was the beginning of a major revolution in hymn writing.  Most of the hymns sung at that time were Old Testament Psalms, which said very little about Jesus.  Isaac thought that if worship were at least partly about the human response to God, it ought to include human words to express human thoughts and emotions to God.  Further, he wanted more Jesus in Christian worship so he suggested that the Psalms be re-imagined in the light of Christ.

In 1719, Watts published a collection of hymns based on his ideas.  Almost all of those hymns have slipped into obscurity, except for one half of one song.  He composed a two-part hymn inspired by Psalm 98.  The first part has long since been forgotten, but the second part is what we now know as Joy to the World!  Ironically, Watts never intended it to be a Christmas carol, but its remarkable popularity, combined with a stirring melody composed by Lowell Mason in 1836, made Joy to the World! into the carol we know today.

Watts gives Psalm 98 a fresh interpretation.  He turns it into praise for the salvation of God’s saints, a salvation that began when God became incarnate in the Babe of Bethlehem who was destined to remove the “curse” entailed by Adam’s fall.  The old Jewish Psalm thus became a Christian song of rejoicing, a Christmas carol.  It is one the most joyous Christmas hymns in existence; not in the sense of merry-making but in the deep and solemn realization of what Christ’s birth has meant to humankind.

Now joy and the Bible have ALWAYS gone together.  The word “joy” translated as “joy,” “rejoice,” “rejoicing,” “glad,” “gladness,” and “delight,” occurs some 650 times in the Bible.  In Psalm 5:11, God exhorts us to rejoice, shout for joy, and be joyful!  In Psalm 43:4, the Psalmist calls God His “Exceeding Joy.”  Five times in the book of Job, God promises to fill our mouth with laughter and our lips with shouts of joy.  In Matthew 25:21, heaven is called “the joy of the Lord.”  Acts 13:52 tells us that the disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.  Romans 14:17 describes the kingdom of God is righteousness, peace, and joy while Galatians 5:22 includes joy as a fruit of the Holy Spirit.   


Joy is central to Advent and Christmas, especially in Luke’s telling of the story.  In Luke 1:14, Zechariah was promised by the angel, “You will have joy, and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth.”  In Luke 1:44, John the Baptist leaped for joy in his mother’s womb.  In Luke 1:47, we are told that Mary rejoiced in God her Savior and a few verses later that the neighbors and townsfolk rejoiced with Elizabeth at the news of her pregnancy.  Then, of course, you have the angel proclaiming “Glad tidings of GREAT JOY” in the very next chapter.

Such an emphasis upon joy has inspired some of our greatest Christmas hymns:  


•In “O Holy Night,” you have “A thrill of hope the weary world REJOICES, For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn!”

• In “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” we 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 host proclaim, "Christ is born in Bethlehem."

• There is “Come, all ye faithful, JOYFUL and triumphant, O come ye, O come ye to Bethlehem”

•And of course, this morning’s carol begins with, “JOY to the world! The Lord is come: Let earth receive her King.” 


But what IS joy?  It is one of those often-used words at Christmas time.  You see it on Christmas cards.  You hear it sung about in Christmas carols.  It’s a word that describes many of the celebrations and parties at this time of the year.  However, if we’re honest, we have to admit that in many ways there really isn’t a lot of joy in the world these days.  There seem to be a lot of reasons NOT to be joyful this Christmas.  Our nation is at war for an eighth straight year on two different fronts and, along with the arrest this weekend of another airline terrorist, we all feel very fragile and vulnerable.  A new Wall St. Journal/NBC News poll came out this week putting numbers to the growing anxiety in our country, and it shows that the lingering economic crisis hasn’t just cost America trillions of dollars in lost wealth.  It’s also taking a heavy toll on the national PSYCHE, leaving scars that may take years to heal.  Frankly, there is a desperation in the lives of many people today, and I believe there is a hunger and a thirst for more than people are experiencing in life.  Like Peggy Lee sang all those years ago, they wonder, "Is this all there is?"  We’ve all seen dreams shattered, relationships broken, and a sadness hang over so many lives.  If the world every needed an influx of joy, we certainly do today.

Like many Christians, I too happen to be a big fan of C.S. Lewis.  You can’t read his writings without seeing how the notion of (joy( is so very central to his works.  For Lewis, joy is never merely a feeling or a sensation that comes and goes as circumstances dictate.  Rather, he speaks of it as a very unique and special kind of desire.  In his spiritual autobiography Surprised by Joy, he writes: “In a sense the central story of my life is about nothing else....it is that of an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction.  I call it Joy.”  For Lewis, joy is not to be confused with feelings of pleasure or happiness, fun or excitement.  “Happiness,” unlike “joy” is extremely vulnerable, unreliable, and unpredictable; it comes and goes as it pleases.  You can be up one moment and down the next, and regardless how hard you try to maintain the excitement, it just can’t be done.  It must never be made the goal or end of our lives.  Just ask any drunk or addict how elusive that next high can be for him or her.  

Now I was as close to my nephew Alan as anyone in my life- he was like by baby brother.  I saw him grow up and even had him live with me at different periods in his life.  But Alan was always getting caught up in the most destructive activities- whether it involved drugs or alcohol or sex or crime.  Countless times, I would ask him, “Alan, WHY do you do the things that you do?  Don’t you see how dangerous your behavior is and what it is you’re doing to yourself?” and he always had the same answer- he said he was just looking for some fun.  Well, it couldn’t have been TOO much fun because it was always landing him in trouble: it seemed if he wasn’t in rehab, then he was in jail.  He came to love his “fun” more than he did his family (including his wife and daughter) which he wound up losing; in fact, he loved his pleasures more than his own LIFE, which he ALSO lost.  One day, the police called his mother, my sister, to tell her they had found his body beside the railroad tracks; he had died of a heroin overdose.  Alan was basically a good person, not one that you would characterize as a “bad seed.”  But you could see there was never any peace in his life, that he was always looking for something MORE than mere fun and pleasure could provide but never finding it.  Like so many in our society, in our WORLD, he was a lost soul in search of something and just not sure what it was.

Joy, on the other hand, is a completely different entity than either happiness or pleasure.  Unlike them, joy is not something you can seek or manufacture or try to drum up; it’s not a goal or an achievement.  We don’t say, “Let’s all get together and do a little joy.”  No.  Pure and simple, joy is a GIFT- a gift of God, a response to something that God has done for you.  It is not a product but rather a BYPRODUCT- a byproduct of the gospel.  Joy, which has been described as the very “air of Heaven,” comes to us in the breathing of the Holy Spirit.  St. Paul lists it as one of the nine gifts of the Spirit in his letter to the Galatians, listing “joy” the second immediately after “love.”  This joy urges us to move away from those worldly pleasures and earthly delights we so earnestly crave and instead draws us closer to God.  As we come to experience the joy of knowing God and participating in his life, those illicit desires lose their stranglehold over us so that our craving for pleasure and happiness is supplanted by an even deeper, more MEANINGFUL impulse- a love for joy in our lives.  

According to Lewis, this intense hunger or desire which nothing in the world could possibly satisfy was an object that transcended the world.  Gradually, he became convinced that this Supreme Object of human desire is nothing less than God himself!  Of course, another great Christian some fifteen hundred years earlier had come to the SAME conclusion after a very SIMILAR struggle and search.  His name was Augustine and he bore witness to this same realization when he wrote in his Confessions, “Thou hast made us for Thyself and our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.”  For Lewis and Augustine--as it was for Christ and the disciples before them--biblical joy is inseparable from our relationship with God and it springs from our knowledge and understanding of the purpose of life and the hope that comes from living in relationship with God who PROVIDES us with that purpose.  Joy thus becomes the sign that God’s life and purpose is being realized and lived out in our lives.  

TRUE joy--the joy that comes from GOD--goes much deeper than any pleasure.  Where pleasure and happiness has an earthly basis, joy is SPIRITUAL in nature.  It is Christ’s OWN joy that has become rooted in our own spirits.  It is an abiding sense that our lives are safely in the hands of one far greater than ourselves.  It is the security that comes from knowing that God loves us with an everlasting love and that nothing will ever separate us from either his presence or his love.  It is a profound sense of gratitude for the presence of God in our midst and in our lives.  Hence, joy is foremost a gift that cannot be earned or manufactured or sought for as an end in itself.  It can only come when we discover our lives filled with the light and love of God’s presence and no other way. 
It is joy which makes it possible to rejoice even in the midst of troubles and disasters.  In John 15, during his last supper with his disciples, he told them that what was about to befall him and the rest of them would cause them to wail and lament, but soon their sorrow would be turned into joy.  The illustration he gives is that of childbirth.  The anguish a woman feels in giving birth to a baby is real, but after it is born, the pain is replaced by something else- by joy.  In the same way, their fear, their uncertainty, their hopelessness in the face of his arrest and death would be replaced by an imperishable joy that the world would never be able to take from them.  
Well that same joy that our Lord made possible to his then followers he now makes available TODAY, to US, his followers some two thousand years later.  To have God’s joy does not mean that we will never have moments of sadness or depression.  Both of these are a natural part of living.  It DOES mean, however, that when we DO experience such episodes, they will never overwhelm or destroy us because even greater and deeper than such feelings or attitudes is the presence of Christ’s spirit in our lives- the spirit of peace and love and joy.  That spirit will minister to us and constantly remind us of God’s presence in and among us, of God’s unfailing commitment to each of us, that we are securely in his arms and he will protect us today, tomorrow, and always.  Therefore, God has given us every reason to sing “Joy to the world!” from the top of our lungs, and in the process, let the other Alans in this world who remain lost and lonely, searching for such love and joy but always in all the wrong places, let them know that they don’t have to despair forever.  Their searching CAN end when they meet Christ, and then HIS joy, which is OUR joy, can become THEIR joy as well.  Let us pray...
Heavenly Father, we believe that your desire for us is to share in your joy.  Unfortunately, we are too often wrapped up in ourselves and our own problems to see your presence and as such, our faith wavers and we fail to let your joy shine through.  Forgive us for stifling our true purpose, the very thing we were created for.  Enable us to allow your love, your peace, and especially your joy to emerge that others might experience them too.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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