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12/15/19 – Joy to the World – Third Sunday of Advent – Pastor Donna 

Doutt 

Isaiah 35:1-10  

It was just a few days after Thanksgiving, and Buck and I were on our 

way into Pittsburgh. Being of the “Boomer” generation, one of our 

favorite radio stations is 3WS, but unfortunately for us that day, all they 

were playing was Christmas songs. Apparently that radio station begins 

that tradition on Thanksgiving day and runs it all the way through to 

Christmas.  

Now I’m not trying to squash anyone’s Christmas enthusiasm, but I 

approach Christmas a little more conservatively. I’m sure you’re not 

surprised to hear that coming from your pastor! The commercialization 

of Christmas is a secular curse to clergy during Advent.  

So what IS Christmas? How did it come from being a celebration of “the 

mass of Christ” to Black Friday, Shop Small Saturday, and Cyber 

Monday? 

Most of us would assume it originates from the word Christ, as the 

whole idea of Christmas is to celebrate the birth of Christ. According to 

The Catholic Encyclopedia, the word is actually a shortened form of 

Cristes Maesse, with its first recorded usage in 1038.  

The term "Christ,” as you might guess, comes from the Greek 

word Khrīstos, a translation of the Hebrew word Messiah, which means 

"anointed". 

The second part of Christmas - maesse - is a version of the Latin word 

missa, the celebration of the Eucharist tradition of eating bread and 
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drinking wine in memory of Jesus. Of course, we all know that as Holy 

Communion.  

So perhaps you can see why it’s difficult for me to mentally compose 
the image of a celebratory mass of Christ with “Grandma Got Run Over 
by a Reindeer” or Eartha Kitt vamping out a verse of “Santa Baby.”  

Many a “person in the pew” doesn’t realize that whether to sing 
Christmas carols in a church brings a quandary every December. But 
here’s the controversy: some leaders say that to stay true to the 
themes of the church calendar that we should hold off on Christmas 
music until Advent is finished…effectively Christmas Eve.  

But don’t we all want the opportunity to sing our favorite Christmas 
carols all through December? All the radio stations are playing them! 
The music at the mall is subliminally plying our Christmas spirit with 
them. After all, its purpose is to have positive effects on our mood. The 
better our mood, the more money will spend. So why aren’t we 
supposed to sing them at our church?  

Remember that I told you a few weeks ago that Advent begins the new 
year for churches? Those first two weeks especially focus on the theme 
of long and waiting for the birth of Christ. 

Many church leaders feel by holding off with carols is educating the 
congregation about the reasons that led up to Christ’s birth.  

Those themes are expressed in well-known Advent hymns such as 
“Come, O Long Expected Jesus,” and “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” So 
we really shouldn’t ignore Advent, because that’s all about the pain and 
anguish which was associated with the trials of Mary and Joseph on 
their way to Bethlehem and the birth. Also singing only Advent songs 
gives witness to the prophesies of the birth.  
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I personally, fit into that category of clergy who struggle with keeping 
to Advent music and still celebrating the joy of the season with you all.  

But as some would say, this is not a hill worth dying on, but if we feel 
we need to be joyful by singing a true Christmas carol prior to 
Christmas Eve, so be it.  

The third candle of Advent season is always pink and symbolizes joy. It 
is called the “Shepard's Candle,” and is pink because rose is a liturgical 
color for joy. The third Sunday of Advent is Gaudete (Gow-day-tay) 
Sunday and is meant to remind us of the joy that the world experienced 
at the birth of Jesus, as well as the joy that the faithful have reached 
the midpoint of Advent. 

Our Old Testament scripture this week from Isaiah is not only 
prophetic, but joyful. 1 Isaiah 35:  

1-2 Wilderness and desert will sing joyously, 

    the badlands will celebrate and flower— 

Like the crocus in spring, bursting into blossom, 

    a symphony of song and color. 

Mountain glories of Lebanon—a gift. 

    Awesome Carmel, stunning Sharon—gifts. 

GOD’s resplendent glory, fully on display. 

    GOD awesome, GOD majestic. 

3-4 Energize the limp hands, 

    strengthen the rubbery knees. 

Tell fearful souls, 

    “Courage! Take heart! 

GOD is here, right here, 

    on his way to put things right 

And redress all wrongs. 

    He’s on his way! He’ll save you!” 

                                                           
1
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5-7 Blind eyes will be opened, 

    deaf ears unstopped, 

Lame men and women will leap like deer, 

    the voiceless break into song. 

Springs of water will burst out in the wilderness, 

    streams flow in the desert. 

Hot sands will become a cool oasis, 

    thirsty ground a splashing fountain. 

Even lowly jackals will have water to drink, 

    and barren grasslands flourish richly. 

8-10 There will be a highway 

    called the Holy Road. 

No one rude or rebellious 

    is permitted on this road. 

It’s for GOD’s people exclusively— 

    impossible to get lost on this road. 

    Not even fools can get lost on it. 

No lions on this road, 

    no dangerous wild animals— 

Nothing and no one dangerous or threatening. 

    Only the redeemed will walk on it. 

The people GOD has ransomed 

    will come back on this road. 

They’ll sing as they make their way home to Zion, 

    unfading halos of joy encircling their heads, 

Welcomed home with gifts of joy and gladness 

    as all sorrows and sighs scurry into the night. 

“Joy to the World!” That’s what this scripture is saying! Joy jumps off the 

pages of the Bible with the opening of Isaiah 35! Every living thing…every 

living person…will be rejoicing in God’s glory!  

The personification of nature is evident in this scripture! 1-2 Wilderness and 

desert will sing joyously, 

    the badlands will celebrate and flower— 

Like the crocus in spring, bursting into blossom, 
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    a symphony of song and color.…2”And Heaven and nature sing…And 

Heaven and nature sing…While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains, 

Repeat the sounding joy!” REPEAT THE SOUNDING JOY! 

Spiritual and physical healing are also linked together in Christ’s ministry. 3-

4 Energize the limp hands, 

    strengthen the rubbery knees. 

Tell fearful souls, 

    “Courage! Take heart! 

GOD is here, right here, 

    on his way to put things right 

And redress all wrongs. 

    He’s on his way! He’ll save you!” 

 “He rules the world with truth and grace, And makes the nations prove, The 

light of His righteousness, And wonders of His love.” 

Well, for goodness sake…! It sounds like we’re expounding on one of my 

favorite Christmas tunes, “Joy to the World!”  

I just recently found out that this song is not a Christmas carol at all. Even 

though we hear this song multiple times over Christmas, you probably never 

notice (I didn’t until it was pointed out to me) that the song doesn’t include 

a single detail from Jesus’ birth narrative: no stable, no shepherds, no wise 

men; no Mary or Joseph; no little town of Bethlehem or choirs of angels or 

silent nights. Not one single reference to the birth of Christ. So think about 

this…this song might be a better Advent hymn than a Christmas carol, 

because it’s more about Christ’s second coming than about his first. 

“Joy to the World,” written by Isaac Watts in 1719, he wasn’t thinking about 

Christmas or Advent either, for that matter. Instead he was reflecting on 

Psalm 98 as part of his hymn series “The Psalms of David Imitated.” Watts 

wrote this series for his congregational church in London, which sang only 

the text of the Psalms in their worship services. The music is adapted from 

portions of Handel’s Messiah. Watts’ passionate belief that the church should 

sing songs explicitly about Jesus led him to write a series of over 300 

                                                           
2
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hymns, loosely paraphrasing the Psalms and recasting them in the light of 

Christ. 

When Watts arrived at the second half of Psalm 98, he read the following 

words: 

Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all the earth: 

make a loud noise, and rejoice, and sing praise … 

With trumpets and sound of cornet make a joyful noise before the Lord, the 

King. 

Let the sea roar, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell 

therein. 

Let the floods clap their hands: let the hills be joyful together 

Before the Lord; for he cometh to judge the earth: 

with righteousness shall he judge the world, and the people with equity. 

After absorbing this image of the whole earth bursting into song because the 

Lord comes to judge the earth, Watts wrote the four verses of “Joy to the 

World,” riffing off of Psalm 98 with his own words: 

Joy to the world, the Lord is come, 

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare Him room, 

And Heaven and nature sing… 

While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains 

Repeat the sounding joy… 

He rules the world with truth and grace, 

And makes the nations prove 

The glories of his righteousness 
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And wonders of his love. 

Traditionally Advent has been a time to meditate upon the Four Last Things 

that are associated with Christ’s second coming — Death, Judgment, 

Heaven, and Hell. While that list strikes a somber and even ominous note, 

suggesting that Christ’s second coming should be feared…with the aid of 

Psalm 98…Watts shows that Christ’s Judgment will establish justice and 

therefore be cause for joy. The lyrics of “Joy to the World” catapult us into 

the time that Jesus will usher in his kingdom once and for all in its fullness.  

During Advent, we’re reminded that we need to live in a world with a king. A 

king that will bring justice and joy into our lives.  

We’ve talked about this several times over the last few weeks that this world 

is struggling with sorrow and sin. We’re in need of a Savior, and low and 

behold…here He comes! 

Joy to the world! 

Let’s all stand together and sing with joy in our hearts on this wonderful 

Sunday of Advent!  

 


