Joy to the World #4

“He Rules the World.” 

Psalm 98

“To Be Continued…”

Don’t you hate to see those words at the end of a television program or movie or book? The plot is unfinished, the conflict unresolved, the characters left hanging. Worst of all, you have to wait until the next installment to find out what happened! (That could be a week on a television show, unless it is the season finale, which then might take months! For books or movies, it could even be years!)

There’s a sense in which this phrase is fitting when speaking of the coming of Christ. Oh, yes, we know that Jesus is the Christ (or Messiah), and that He came to earth some two thousand years ago. We acknowledge with the wise men that Jesus was “born king of the Jews,” not “born to be king of the Jews.” We accept as fact the words of Jesus when He said in Matthew 12:28 that “the kingdom of God has come upon you.” The kingdom of God has already come to earth.

However, there is another sense in which it has not yet come in its fullness. Jesus is not yet reigning on earth as king. Satan is not yet bound in the abyss. Christians have not yet received their glorified bodies. There is an element in which the story of Christ’s Kingdom is “to be continued.”

We see this in the classic Christmas carol, “Joy to the World.” The song begins with the familiar words, “Joy to the world! The Lord is come. Let earth receive her King.” And while these words can be applied to Jesus’ first coming to earth, much of the lyrics are looking forward to the future instead of back to the past. Warren Wiersbe notes,

From this psalm [Psalm 98] Isaac Watts found the inspiration for his popular hymn “Joy to the World,” often classified as a Christmas carol but more accurately identified as a “kingdom hymn.” Watts described Christ’s second advent and not His first, the Messianic kingdom and not the manger.

As mentioned previously, the text was originally titled “The Messiah’s Coming and Kingdom” when it first appeared in Watts’ hymnal of 1719.

This is particularly true of the fourth and final verse of the song:

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.

Even though he wrote this verse in the present tense, Watts is looking forward to the time when Jesus will rule and reign on earth as the King. Allow me once again to read Psalm 98, and see if you can pick out the words and phrases of the psalm that inspired the writing of this final verse.

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 the house of 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. 
This evening I want to consider the coming of His kingdom, the character of His kingdom, and the connection to His kingdom.

The Coming of His Kingdom

First we see the coming of His kingdom. I have already admitted that in one sense the Kingdom of God has already come to earth in the person of Jesus Christ, but here I refer to that element of the Kingdom that has not yet come.

The Old Testament is filled with prophecies regarding the Kingdom of the Messiah. One of them is found in Isaiah 2:1-5, 

This is what Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem: In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it. Many peoples will come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.” The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.  He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.  Come, O house of Jacob, let us walk in the light of the Lord.

The prophet Isaiah looks forward to the day when the kingdom of God will rule supreme on the earth. This kingdom will not be limited to the borders of Israel, small even at the height of her power. No, this kingdom will encompass all nations, with all people subject to the Lord’s authority. There is a definite universal element to this promised kingdom.

This prophecy has not yet been fulfilled, but that does not mean that God has forgotten His promise. We see the coming of the kingdom in this sense in Revelation 19:11-21,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.”  He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS. 

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.” 

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.
This passage describes the second coming of Christ to earth at the battle of Armageddon. Initially the armies of earth will have gathered to fight against each other. But when Jesus and the armies of heaven appear, these human armies will unite to fight against these celestial invaders. But the beast (or Antichrist) and his false prophet will be captured and thrown alive into the lake of fire (or hell). The armies will all be defeated and killed.

The third member of the unholy trinity—Satan himself—is dealt with in the first six verses of Revelation 20, 

And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time. 

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years. 
Satan will be bound and locked in the Abyss for a period of one thousand years. Four times in these six verses the phrase “thousand years” is used. This is often called the “millennium,” coming from the Latin meaning a thousand years.
 Whether this implies a literal one thousand years or just a very long time cannot be known definitively, the emphasis is on the kingdom as the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies that the Messiah would reign from Israel over the entire world. 

When Jesus came to earth the first time, He came as a baby in very humble circumstances. When Jesus returns to earth the second time, He will come as the undisputed King of kings and Lord of lords. The first time He came Jesus shied away from all attempts to make Him king; the second time He will ride in on a war horse and conquer all of His foes.

The Character of His Kingdom

Secondly we see the character of His kingdom. Psalm 98 uses words such as “love,” “faithfulness,” “righteousness” and “equity” to describe how the Lord will judge the earth. Isaac Watts wrote, “He rules the world with truth and grace” and later speaks of “the glories of His righteousness and wonders of His love.”

These words (both in Scripture and song) don’t seem to go together. How can love and justice coexist? How can you maintain truth and grace at the same time? And yet that is exactly how Christ is described in John 1:14, 17,

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth… For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.

Randy Alcorn addresses these concepts in his little book, The Grace and Truth Paradox, 
 in which he believes that the character of Christ can be reduced to these two ingredients. Jesus was full of grace and full of truth. He writes, 

A paradox is an apparent contradiction. Grace and truth aren’t really contradictory. Jesus didn’t switch on truth and then turn it off so He could switch on grace. Both are permanently switched on in Jesus.

He adds, “Birds need two wings to fly. With only one wing, they’re grounded. The gospel flies with the wings of grace and truth. Not one, but both.

We see this unlikely combination elsewhere in the New Testament, such as in Colossians 1:6-7, as Paul writes, “All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth,” and in 2 John 3, “Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and from Jesus Christ, the Father’s Son, will be with us in truth and love.” 

As the character of Christ can be described in the two terms grace and truth, so the character of Christ’s kingdom can be described in the same way. King Jesus will govern justly, upholding the rule of law throughout His kingdom, but will also exhibit grace as He has throughout human history. And what will be the result? The nations will prove the glory of His righteousness and the wonders of His love.

The Connection to His Kingdom

Finally we see the connection to His kingdom. While we live in between the first and second comings of our Lord to earth, we acknowledge that the King Himself has not changed. The same Jesus, full of grace and truth, who was born in a stable in Bethlehem, grew up in Nazareth, preached throughout Galilee and Judea, crucified outside Jerusalem yet raised to life and ascended into heaven will return to earth one day to establish His global reign for a thousand years.

In Psalm 98, the psalmist has written of the Lord as Deliverer and King, and now he presents Him as the Judge who will one day come and deal with the world as He once dealt with the kingdom of Babylon. He had seen Israel delivered from bondage (vv. 1–3) and he had heard the nations of the world praising the Lord (vv. 4–6). Now he heard all creation eagerly anticipating the Lord’s return, for the second advent of Jesus sets creation free from the bondage of sin caused by Adam’s fall, as we saw last week from Romans 8. The lapping of the waves of the sea on the shore sounds to him like a prayer to the Lord and the flowing of the river like applause in response to the announcement, “The King is coming!” The play of the wind on the mountains sounded like a song of praise. All nature combines to sing the words of Revelation 22:20, “Even so come, Lord Jesus.” There will come a day when all wrongs will be righted and all sins will be judged, and the Judge will bring justice and equity to the earth.

Isaac Watts, with his characteristic breadth of vision and depth of insight, sees both of these New Testament comings, and both of the deliverances they bring, behind the new song of Psalm 98. We are right to see in the psalm a celebration of real, effective, comings in the past. We are equally right to take them as a confirmation of our future hope.

Joy to the world! The Lord has come, and the Lord will come. 

Even so come, Lord Jesus!
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