Advent: JOY TO THE WORLD
(Joy candle)

Big Idea:

Joy builds on the past and borrows from the future.

Purpose:

To challenge people to express their joy.

Passage:

Psalm 98

Verse: Philippians 4:4

Opening
-When was the last time experienced joy that caused you to sing and dance and shout out
loud? One of the things I loved about living in Madison, Wisconsin, was regularly getting to
go to the University of Wisconsin’s sporting events. Sports Illustrated named Madison the
Best College Sports Town in America for good
reason. Go Badgers! On Saturdays when the Badgers
had a home game, the entire city was a sea of red.
Camp Randall Stadium was built in 1917. It is the
country’s fourth oldest stadium. It holds over 80,000
people and is almost always sold out.
-On Oct. 10, 1998, Drew Brees was leading his
Purdue Boilermakers down the field as the 3rd quarter ended. The teams switched
directions for the start of the 4th quarter which meant Drew would have to face down the
UW student section. At that moment, the speakers blared a song called Jump Around
from an artist known as House of Pain. The people in the entire Wisconsin section began
to jump up and down and cheer. From that moment forward, for the last 22 years, that
scene occurs every home game at the beginning of the 4th quarter. Some of you may have
seen it on TV. Trust me—there is nothing like being a part of it. I am not joking when I tell
you the entire stadium shakes. It is pure unmitigated joy. That is what we are going to talk
about today.
Review
-We are in the third week of a series called Carols of Christmas. Each week in the series
we explore a well-known Christmas carol to better understand its origin and foundation in
Scripture. Our hope is that it will equip all of us to better celebrate Advent. Hopefully you
are leaning into Advent through our devotional, music, activities, and candle-lighting.
Many of those resources are available online. Today, we are going to look at the most
published and perhaps the most popular Christmas carol – Joy to the World. We thought
it was fitting since we are lighting the Joy candle today. Let’s read the lyrics.
Joy to the World Lyrics
Joy to the World; the Lord is come!
Let earth receive her King!
Let ev'ry heart prepare Him room,
And Heaven and nature sing

Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns!
Let men their songs employ;
While fields & floods, rocks, hills & plains
Repeat the sounding joy.
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.
He rules the world with truth and grace,
And makes the nations prove
The glories of His righteousness,
And wonders of His love.
History of the Song
Isaac Watts
-Where did this song come from? It came from three collaborators who never intended to
collaborate. Each of these collaborators was also a non-conformist. If you are a nonconformist then Joy to the World is your carol.
-Our first collaborator is the author of the carol, a man
named Isaac Watts. Isaac was born in 1674 to nonconformist family. The church world in England at the
time was dominated by the Church of England. Isaac
and his family were not a part of the Church of
England, so he was always considered an outsider.
-Isaac was brilliant. He learned Latin at 4, Greek at 9,
and Hebrew at 13. He wrote a book on logic that
Oxford and Cambridge used for 100 years. Isaac was
also gifted at writing songs. At that time, the Church
of England would only sing Psalms or actual Scripture
from the Bible. Isaac used the Psalms and Scripture as
his starting point to craft songs people could sing.
Many considered him to be a heretic for doing this.
Watts ended up writing 750 hymns and is known as
the Father of the English Hymn.
-In 1719 Watts published The Psalms of David:
Imitated in The Language of The New Testament, and Applied to The Christian State And
Worship, a paraphrase of the Psalms meant to be put to music. Watt paraphrased Psalm

98 into two parts. The second half of his paraphrase of Psalm 98 would become Joy to the
World. At the time he called it The Messiah’s Coming and Kingdom. Several tunes were
connected with the song but none stuck.
George Frederic Handel
-The second collaborator is George Frederic Handel. He was born in Germany in 1685 and
became a popular composer who resided in London.
Handel was also a non-conformist. He took the language
of the King James Version and put it to music for the
masses. His most famous work is The Messiah which
came to life in 1742.
The conductor of the Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra went
to our church in Madison. Each year they would do a
performance of Handel’s Messiah in December. For
several years they did it at our church. It is an incredibly
powerful piece of music. If you have never heard it I
encourage you to listen to it at some point this Advent
season.
Lowell Mason
-Our third collaborator and non-conformist is Lowell
Mason. Lowell was born in 1792. He was a banker in
South Carolina but his first love was music. He would
publish hymns anonymously so as to not negatively
aﬀect his business reputation as a banker. At some point
he decided to go all in on music and moved to Boston. In
Boston, he began to take European classical music and
adapt it to a new form. He was highly criticized for this.
Sidenote: Lowell wrote the tune for Mary Had a Little
Lamb.
-Lowell became the superintendent for the Boston Public
Schools and is credited with bringing music education to
the public schools in America. He later moved to New
York City and became the Director of Music for First
Avenue Presbyterian Church. It was common at the time for large churches to hire
professional musicians to sing and the congregations would listen. Lowell changed all of
that. Lowell got rid of all the professionals except for the organist and started
congregational singing. Lowell is known as The Father of Congregation Singing.
-At some point around 1836, Lowell took Isaac Watts’ words and combined with a tune
infused with Handel’s melodies from Messiah, and Joy to the World as we know it was
born. It was published in 1848. The song became famous in 1911 when the Trinity Choir
performed it.

Accidental Christmas Carol
-When you read the lyrics, what do you notice? The answer is the same as last week. It is
not very Christmassy. There is no Bethlehem, no star, no shepherds, no angels, no Mary or
Joseph, no baby Jesus.
-If we got into a time machine and bumped into Isaac Watts on the street and said,
“Thanks for the awesome Christmas carol!”, he would be very confused. If we sang it to
him, he wouldn’t recognize it. He would be shocked that it was his most popular song. He
would be even more shocked to know it was perhaps the most famous Christmas carol.
Joy to the World has nothing to with Christmas, but it has everything to do with Advent.
Let’s consider Psalm 98, the primary text for the carol. Steve Roberston will be reading the
Psalm for us.
Psalm 98
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.
The Lord has made his salvation known
and revealed his righteousness to the nations.
He has remembered his love
and his faithfulness to Israel;
all the ends of the earth have seen
the salvation of our God.
Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth,
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, and everything in it,
the world, and all who live in it.
Let the rivers clap their hands,
let the mountains sing together for joy;
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.

Color Commentary
-Remember—Psalms were meant to prayed and sung. That is what our three nonconformists were trying to help people do. This psalm is all about singing joyfully to the
LORD. The 9 stanzas, or verses, can be broken down into three parts. There is a
progression of joy.
In verses 1-3, Israel is singing joyfully to God. They are singing a new song as they
anticipate God’s rule and reign over all things. They expect God to make all things new and
vanquish evil. They are singing joyfully about the marvelous things God has done. The
psalmist tells us that their joy is prompted by their remembering God’s faithfulness, their
remembering that God keeps his promises.
-In verses 4-6, it is no longer just Israel singing joyfully. Now all the earth is singing joyfully
to the LORD. God’s rule and reign is over all things. God is King over all the earth. God’s
salvation is for everyone. Then the psalmist gives vivid imagery of what it looks like to be
joyful. Twice in these verses he uses the Hebrew word translated shout for joy. There is a
spontaneity to this word. This joy is meant to be bursting forth. It is uncontainable. It leads
to a jubilant song accompanied by instruments such as the harp, trumpet and ram’s horn.
Have no doubt about it—when God’s people worshipped, they worshipped loudly.
When we worship in person, I sometimes have people approach me and say, ‘The music is
too loud!’ I hope I am always gracious in my response. We always make sure our decibel
level is safe so as to not injure hearing. But if I was a snarky pastor, I could rightly say, “This
is not near as loud as temple worship.” In temple worship, no one complained about the
noise because they were all adding to the noise. If you doubt me, just read Ezra 3 where
they are laying the foundation of the new temple. Ezra tells us simply that the people
made much noise and that it could be heard from far away.
-Finally, it is not just Israel who is joyful or all the world that is joyful, in the final 3 verses all
of creation is joyful. The seas and the rivers and mountains are singing joyfully to the
LORD. Paul in Romans, thinking of Psalm 98, tells the church that all creation is waiting in
eager but frustrated expectation for humanity to be restored.
-If we know any line from Joy to the World it is the first line: Joy to the world the LORD is
come! That line references the last line of Psalm 98. The psalmist tells us why Israel and the
world and all creation should sing joyfully – for He comes. Psalm 98 gets its joy by looking
back and remembering, and looking forward in eager expectation. Joy to the World does
the same thing. Joy to the World may not be very Christmassy, but it is the perfect song
for Advent.
-The Advent season has been celebrated in the church calendar as far back as the 5th
century. From the very start, celebrating the birth of Jesus has only been one part of
Advent. Advent is even more about looking forward in eager expectation and great joy for
the return of King Jesus. That is what Psalm 98 and Joy to the World are all about—
looking back to point forward. Our present joy at the first arrival of the Messiah is a dress
rehearsal for the even greater joy when Jesus returns and makes all things new. Let’s talk
a little about joy. Just our word peace last week, joy is often misunderstood.

The Nature of Joy
Defining joy
-One of the mistakes we make is to confuse joy with pleasure. Joy is not pleasure. Here
are some ways the two are diﬀerent. Pleasure must be manufactured. Joy is a gift. We
often pay for pleasure, or pleasurable things, because pleasure must be manufactured. It is
contingent on food, drink, entertainment, or experiences. Joy cannot be manufactured. We
cannot pay for joy. We can’t earn joy. We can’t conjure up joy. We can’t make ourselves
joyful. Joy cannot be commanded, purchased or arranged. Joy is a gift. It flows from the
gracious abundance of God. Joy is listed second, right behind love, as a fruit of the Spirit.
It comes from God as a gift. The Greek words for joy and grace share the same root. Paul
says, ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again, rejoice.’ Rejoice in the Lord does not
mean we should be joyful because of Jesus. Rejoice in the Lord means the source of joy is
in Jesus, in what He has done for us, in what He will do for us.
-Pleasure desires more pleasure. Joy desires more God. Pleasure is an end unto itself.
Invariably when we get pleasure from food, drink, entertainment, and experiences we long
for more food, drink, entertainment, and experiences. And the turnaround gets shorter and
shorter. Pleasure has a short lifespan. Joy doesn’t desire more joy. Joy desires more God.
Joy is sourced and replenished by God.
-Pleasure opposes pain. Joy partners with pain. Pleasure opposes pain. We seek pleasure
to numb our pain. Pleasure is the antithesis of pain. That’s why pleasures can be so
addictive. Joy does not avoid pain. Joy does not ignore pain, or oppose pain, or try to
numb pain. Joy partners with pain.
Joy often flourishes in the midst of pain. In the psalms, tears and weeping are often
comingled with songs of joy. That is the power of joy. It looks pain right in the face. It looks
at suﬀering as compost to bring forth a new song. Jesus evidenced this. The writer of
Hebrews tells us for the joy set before him Jesus endured the cross. Jesus had joy while
nailed to a tree. Joy is hearty like that. The biggest misconception about joy is that it must
exist apart from suﬀering. Most people struggle to conceive of having joy amidst suﬀering.
And yet that is a key component of Biblical joy. Biblical joy often flourishes in suﬀering.
-One of the primary reasons the Oxford professor C.S. Lewis became a Christian later in
life was due to joy. In a letter that was just recently discovered, Lewis writes that he
doubted that anyone who has ever tasted joy would exchange it for all the pleasures in the
world.
-If joy is not pleasure, what is joy? I have wrestled long and hard on a definition for joy. I
think I found one I like. I would define joy as boundless satisfaction. The Latin root word
for satisfaction is contentment. There is a deep contentment about joy. There is a
pervasive sense that all is well. Satisfaction also can mean paid in full which points to the
source of joy – Jesus’ work on the cross. But joy is also boundless. It isn’t hemmed in or
aﬀected by circumstances, even painful circumstances. Joy is hearty like that. It is
boundless and unbridled. It cannot be contained. Biblical joy is boundless satisfaction.
Joy builds on the past and borrows from the future.

-Eugene Peterson says joy builds on the past and borrows from the future. I love that. Joy
remembers what God has done and dreams of what He is yet to do. Joy grounds itself in
the past and stretches towards the future. That is what Psalm 98 does. That is what Joy to
the World does. That is what Advent does. That is why joy and Joy to the World are so
fitting for Advent.
-Joy builds on the past. Joy is continually reflecting on what God has done. It is grounded
in God’s past faithfulness and promise-keeping. The Jewish people would gather in
Jerusalem for the three great pilgrim feasts. All three feasts centered on retelling a key
story of God’s restoration and provision for his people. We need to be regularly reminded
of all the great things God has done for us. We need regular rhythms to remind us of God’s
faithfulness to us. That is why gathering together every Sunday is so important—even if it
is online for a season. It is weekly rhythm to remind us of God’s faithfulness and promisekeeping, God’s great deeds of salvation.
-That is our hope for the Advent season. That is why our team spent so much time putting
together Advent kits for you. We want you and your family, the next generation, to
establish Advent as an annual reminder of all God has done for us. When we light candles,
read Scripture, reflect on devotionals, and sing together year after year, it shapes us into
people of joy.
-Joy builds on the past but is also borrows from the future. Joy remembers but joy also
anticipates what God is going to do on our behalf and on behalf of the world. We
anticipate with joy because we remember with joy. We expect God to do fully what He has
already begun to do.
-I love Psalm 126, which is another Psalm of joy. It was a Psalm of Ascents which means
God’s people would sing it on the way up to Jerusalem for the great celebrations. The
psalmist writes,
When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dreamed.
Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy. Then it
was said among the nations, “The Lord has done great things for them.”
The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy. (Psalm
126:1-3)
The Psalmist says when the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion. He is remembering. Then
they were like those who dreamed. They looked forward with songs of joy. The next verse
simply reads, and now God, do it again. I love that. Because You have done it in the past,
do it again. This an Advent prayer and a song of joy that should be on the lips of every
follower of Jesus – Now God, do it again.
Joy is meant to be shared
-Finally, joy is meant to be shared. That is on full display in Psalm 98 and in Joy to the
World. Joy is a communal experience. First Israel, then the whole world, then all of
creation, experience and express joy.
-It is disheartening when I look at my life and observe the lives of so many followers of
Jesus and see joylessness. As followers of Jesus, our lives should be marked by joy. In
the canonization process, when the Catholic Church is attempting to determine if

someone was a saint, they demand proof of joy. If joy is a fruit of the Spirit, then it should
characterize the lives of followers of Jesus. Jesus said that when we ask and receive from
the Father our joy will be complete. That’s another great Advent prayer—make my joy
complete. Again, joy is not something we have to conjure up or manufacture. Joy is
something we step into and receive. It’s is ours for the taking. As one writer said, ‘…
because of Jesus we have joy in our blood.’
-As we receive it, we are meant to share it. Joy is not something that is meant to be kept
private. We are to shout it out loudly for all to hear. It should be voraciously expressed as
evidence of God’s goodness and grace. When Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey as
Israel’s long-promised King, Luke tells us that the whole crowd began to joyfully praise
God. This fulfilled the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9. Then the religious leaders tried to hush
the crowd. Jesus responded to them with Psalm 98 in mind. Jesus said that if the people
get quiet, then the rocks will cry out. If we don’t joyfully praise God for his goodness and
grace, then creation will certainly do so. I have experienced that reality often when I am in
the wild.
-Let’s not leave it to the rocks. As followers of Jesus, let’s loudly proclaim our joy this
Advent season. The beauty of joy is that we can loudly proclaim our joy even with tears in
our eyes. Joy is hearty like that. I am a huge fan of
Christmas lights. This year our family decided to
purchase a couple of extra Christmas decorations
because we wanted to scratch and claw for joy in a
hard season. Here is our new addition.
It is one small way we are expressing joy this Advent
season. How about you? What might it look like for
you to express joy this season?
-When we do so, watch out, because joy is
contagious.
Back to Camp Randall. One of my favorite things about the many times I got to experience
Jump Around was watching the visiting teams’ sidelines. They are in enemy territory.
They have spent 4 quarters going at it. But I cannot remember one time when the visiting
team didn’t participate. Sometimes it took them 10-15 seconds, but they succumbed to
the joy.
Our world needs joy more than ever. As followers of Jesus, we have joy in our blood. That
joy is meant to be shared. This Advent, may we be people who shout for joy.
Closing
A Prayer for the Joy candle
-This afternoon or evening when you gather to light the joy candle, I want to give you two
ideas. First, you could sing Joy to the World. And sing it loud, shout it so your neighbors
can hear.
Second, I want to share a prayer you could pray. This prayer was in the email most of you
got this morning. It is available on our app and on social media. It is from a wonderful

prayer book called Every Moment Holy by Douglas McKelvey. It would make a great
Christmas gift. Here is an excerpt from his prayer. It is called –
A Liturgy to Mark the Start of the Christmas Season.
You came once for your people, O Lord,
and you will come for us again.
As we decorate and celebrate,
we do so to mark the memory of your redemptive movement
into our broken world, O God.
Our glittering ornaments and Christmas trees,
Our festive carols, our sumptuous feasts –
By these small tokens, we aﬃrm
that something amazing has happened in time and space –
That God, on a particular night, in a particular place, so many years ago,
was born to us, an infant King, our Prince of Peace.
Our wreaths and ribbons and colored lights,
our giving of gifts, our parties with friends –
these have never been ends in themselves.
They are but small ways in which we repeat that sounding joy
first proclaimed by angels in the skies near Bethlehem.
In view of such great tidings of love announced to us,
and to all people,
how can we not be moved to praise and celebration
in this Christmas season?
As we decorate our tree,
and as we feast and laugh and sing together,
we are rehearsing our coming joy!
We are making ready to receive the One
who has already, with open arms, received us!
We would prepare you room here in our hearts
and here in our home, Lord Christ.
Now we celebrate your first coming, Immanuel,
even as we long for your return.
O Prince of Peace, our elder brother, return soon.
We miss you so!
Amen.

