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Since we’re in a series called “A Christmas With Glee,” I wanted to spend a few minutes this morning talking about the most exuberantly joyful of all our Christmas carols.  “Joy To The World” is one of those carols that make us feel better no matter where we are or what we’re doing when we hear it.  Right from its first word, this carol expresses the deepest longing of our heart, not just for Christmas but for the entire year – joy.  Some of us have had enough sadness this last year.  We have lost loved ones.  We have lost jobs.  We have had marriage struggles and health struggles.  We’ve had run-ins with our children and we’ve had run-ins with our parents.  We’ve been angry, we’ve been anxious, and we’ve been apathetic, and now it’s time for a different emotion.  Now we want joy, real joy, the kind of joy that Isaac Watts wrote about in 1719 in his classic Christmas carol we know as “Joy To The World.”

Let me give you a little background on Isaac Watts.  Although Watts became a prolific hymn writer, if we had known him we never would have pegged Watts to write a hymn about joy.  Watts was born July 27, 1674, the eldest of nine children.  His father was what was called a Dissenter, a person who dissented from the teachings of the Anglican Church, the official Church of England.  Shortly after his birth Watt’s father was thrown in prison, and much of Watts’ first year was spent being nursed by his mother on the jailhouse steps.  

It soon became evident to his parents that Watts was something of a prodigy, particularly when it came to learning languages.  He learned Latin at age 4, Greek at 9, French at 11 and Hebrew at 13.  He also had an annoying habit of always speaking in rhyme, like a character out of a Dr. Seuss book.  Once, after Watts refused to stop rhyming, his father began to whip the boy, and young Isaac responded by saying: “O father, do some pity take, and I will no more verses make.”  

Watts went on to write over 600 hymns and quite a number of books on a variety of topics ranging from theology to philosophy to logic.   He also loved to write poetry, and on one occasion one of his readers fell in love with Watts from reading his poetry.  The two struck up a romance through the mail, until one day the woman gathered the courage to meet the now well-known Isaac Watts in person.  It was love at first sight … but only for Isaac Watts.  The woman did her best to let Isaac down easily, but the fact of the matter was that Isaac Watts was not a handsome man.  Watts was barely five feet tall and was known for having a head too large for his body.  He had small eyes, a large, hooked nose, was frail and often sickly.  It was also common knowledge that Watts suffered from a psychiatric illness that would at times incapacitate him.  Watts, to his disappointment, never did marry.

And yet despite his physical and emotional disabilities and his loneliness, Watts found great joy in following Jesus.  His contemporaries described him as a gentle person, remarkably modest, and extremely generous.  He had a special love for children and for the poor.  And most of all, Watts loved his Lord Jesus.  Nothing brought him greater pleasure than composing hymns that others could use to honor and praise God.  Those of you who were brought up singing hymns will quickly recognize some of his best known hymns, like “When I Survey The Wondrous Cross,” “Am I A Soldier Of The Cross,” and “O God, Our Help In Ages Past.”  And Watt’s best known Christmas carol is one of our favorites – “Joy To The World.”  Watts based this carol on Psalm 98; let me read you a few verses:

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. (Psalm 98:4-6)
  You can see the opening line of “Joy To The World” in verse 6: “Shout for joy before the Lord, the King.”  And so Watts begins “Joy To The World” with the words, “Joy to the world, the Lord is come!  Let earth receive her King.”  Of course Watts was also a student of the Christmas story in Luke 2, and was familiar, as we all are, with the words of the angels to the shepherds on that first Christmas morning when they said: “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.” (Luke 2:10-11)   So with those biblical texts in mind, Isaac Watts, all of five foot nothing with a hooked nose, a large head and a sickly constitution, battling mental illness, wrote the most joyous Christmas carol of all – “Joy To The World.”
So what did Isaac Watts discover about joy?  Take a look at the first verse of “Joy To The World;” it goes like this:

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 heaven and nature sing,

And heaven, and heaven, and nature sing.
Here’s what I think Isaac Watts was trying to tell us about joy in this Christmas carol – Jesus will give you joy if you give him control.  Jesus will give you joy if you receive him as your king.  Jesus will give you joy if you open up your heart to him, if you prepare your home and your life for him to live in.

Let’s think for a minute about what it means to be a true follower of Jesus Christ, about what it means to make Jesus the king of your life.  If you were going to prepare room in your life for a king, what would you do?  Three different scenarios come to my mind when I think about “preparing him room.”  Let’s say your elderly father is coming to visit you.  He’s going to stay at your house for two weeks.  You don’t have any extra room for him, because you’ve already got a child in every bedroom, but you need to do something to make some room for him.  So you move two of your kids into one room.  The displaced child leaves all of her stuff in her room, but she physically moves out so your father can sleep in her bed.  You put out a few towels for your dad, you show him where you keep the bread and the milk, and you’re ready to go.  You have prepared for your father to visit your home for two weeks … two long weeks.

Now let’s say the situation is a little different.  Let’s say your father isn’t going to visit for two weeks; he’s going to move in.  This isn’t going to be a two week stay; this is going to be the arrangement until he has to move into an assisted-living facility.  So now your preparations have to be more extensive.  He needs more than a bed to sleep in for two weeks; he needs his own room with his own bed and his own closet.  He needs a place in the bathroom to keep his teeth.  He needs some space in the refrigerator for his Metamucil and his prunes.  If your dad is moving in to stay, it takes a great deal more to prepare him room than it would if he was just going to visit.

Some of us, it seems to me, treat being a Christian like we’re inviting Jesus over to stay for a couple of weeks.  It’s usually around a time of crisis when we suddenly realize we need some help, so we invite Jesus over for a visit to help us out while we’re dealing with some hard stuff.  And while we’re glad to have his company for awhile, we would really like him to not mess with our stuff too much.  Sure, he’s welcome to borrow some things, just so long as he puts the remote back where he found it.  Then, once the crisis is past, or once Christmas is over, he’s free to go. 

But that’s not what it means to be a Christian, and it’s not the way to experience lasting joy.  So some of us move to the next level.  We invite Jesus in to stay.  Like the words of “Joy To The World” suggest, we prepare him room.  We clear out the guest room for him. We make some space in the refrigerator for his manna, or whatever he eats.  We treat him like one of the family.

But then one day Jesus starts to do some redecorating.   He moves the furniture around.  He starts painting the walls a different color.  He even starts knocking out some walls.  And we say, “Excuse me, Jesus, but I’m wondering what in the world you think you’re doing?  I invited you in to live as my guest, but you’re treating this house like you own it!”

Have you ever found yourself treating Jesus like that?  Has Jesus ever started doing some redecorating in your heart, and you weren’t happy about it?  You have a temper problem, and you’ve been praying that Jesus would help you with your temper.  So Jesus takes your prayer seriously and starts making some changes in you and in your life, and you respond by saying, “Hold on there, Jesus.  Just what do you think you’re doing?  Sure I’d like your help, but this is still my life and I will be the one to decide how to live it, thank you.”  

Do you know what?  That’s not what it means to be a follower of Jesus, either.  That’s not what Isaac Watts means when he says, “Let earth receive her King.  Let every heart prepare him room.”  It doesn’t mean that we invite Jesus to join us for a short visit.  What it means is that we give the keys to the home to Jesus.  We give him control.

Imagine this third scenario.  You’ve gone bankrupt.  You are going to lose your house.  But a savior comes along – Jesus.  He says, “I have good news for you.  I bought the house from your bank.  I own the house now.  And I’m not going to kick you out, even though you can’t pay the mortgage.  I’m going to let you continue to live here.  But you have to understand this – it’s my house now, not yours.  I own the house.  I am the king of the house.  So I’ll give you a week to prepare the house for me to move into.”

So how do you prepare to receive your King into what is now his house?  You’ll do more than give him half a shelf in the refrigerator for his food, won’t you?  You’ll do more than set out a couple of towels.  You will clean things up as best you can, and then you will invite Jesus in and say to him, “Lord, where do you want things to go?  What do you want to do in here to make this home suitable for you, my King, to live in?  Lord, I recognize that this is your home now, so you tell me where you want me to put things.”
Jesus doesn’t want to be a visitor in your life, and he doesn’t want to be a guest in your life.  Jesus wants to be the King of your life.  And that’s what it means to be a Christian; it means that you have received Jesus into your life as your King, that you have prepared room in your heart by turning control of your heart over to him.  

And that is how you will experience lasting joy.  Please don’t think that Jesus wants control over your life so he can make you miserable.  That’s not his intention at all.  Listen to what Jesus told his disciples on the night before he was crucified: “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.  I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” (John 15:10-11)   

Like many men, I am a bit obsessive-compulsive when it comes to the remote to my TV.  I do not easily relinquish control to my remote, not even to my family.  Why not?  Because they might turn it to something that I won’t enjoy watching.  They might make me watch the Food Channel or Dr. Phil or some shopping channel, and of course if I were required to watch something I didn’t enjoy I would probably die.  

Many of us have the same fear about turning control of our lives over to Jesus, the one born to be King.  We’re afraid that if we give him control, he might make us do something with our lives that we won’t enjoy.  And Jesus says, “I didn’t come to make you miserable.  I came to save you from your sin and to fill your life with joy.  So trust me.  Trust me with your life.  Just hand me the remote, and let me be in charge, and see if I don’t make your life more joyful and more fulfilling than it’s ever been before.”  If you want to have joy, Isaac Watts would tell us, then give Jesus control.  Put him in charge.  Give him the keys.  Invite him to redecorate not just one room but your whole life.  Then, and only then, will you and I know real, lasting joy.
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