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Got Joy? Ps. 5:11; Gal. 5:22,23; Acts 16:19-26  11/26/17 

 I’d like you to take a minute to think about a time when you 

experienced joy.  Really!  Think of a time when you were joyful.  Maybe it 

was a time when you saw a wonder of creation.  Or, a time you completed 

a very difficult task and did it well.  Or, when you really connected with 

another person.  Or, when something you did made a real difference to 

someone else, like on a mission trip.  When have you experienced joy?  As 

I thought about joy this week, I realized that even though I’ve experienced 

my share of joy, I don’t really know much about it!  Joy is difficult to define, 

but it’s found all over the Bible, so I read a lot of those biblical passages 

this week.  And I read what some Christian writers have to say about joy. 

 For example, Presbyterian pastor and writer, Frederick Buechner, 

wrote this about moments of joy, “…ironically enough, these (joyful 

moments) are likely to be precisely the moments that we do not associate 

with religion.  We tend to think that joy is not only not properly religious but 

that it is even the opposite of religion.  We tend to think that religion is 

sitting stiff and antiseptic and a little bored and that joy is laughter and 

freedom and reaching out our arms to embrace the whole wide and 

preposterous earth which is so beautiful that sometimes it nearly breaks 

our hearts.”  I wonder if the idea of religion as stiff and antiseptic may apply 

especially to us Presbyterians!  Someone once remarked that a Calvinist is 
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someone who lives in fear that someone, somewhere is having fun- and 

getting away with it! 

 Let’s turn to the Bible itself to learn more about this somewhat 

mysterious thing called joy.  Joy is all over the Psalms and in some of the 

prophets.  It appears throughout the Christmas story, and is mentioned in 

many of the stories about the early Christian church, as well as in Paul’s 

letter.  We’ll see that the Bible gives us some answers to our questions 

about joy, but also raises new questions!  Let’s take a look! 

 The first thing I notice about joy in the Bible is that God calls us to be 

joyful scores of times.  For example, listen to these typical words about joy 

from Ps. 5.  “But let all who take refuge in you rejoice;  let them ever sing 

for joy.” (Ps. 5:11a)  The commandment here is to rejoice and to sing with 

joy.  Or, take a look at Paul’s simple instruction in Philippians, a letter in 

which joy is the primary theme:  “Rejoice in the Lord always;  again I will 

say, Rejoice.”  (Phil. 4:4)  Time after time God’s people are called to 

rejoice, to sing for joy, or even shout for joy. 

 But that raises a troubling question for me.  How can we be 

commanded to feel a certain way?  What if we just don’t feel joyful?  Maybe 

we’ve lost a job, or a relationship has blown up, or someone we care about 

is gravely ill.  Are we supposed to engage in some kind of delusional 

happy-talk to fool ourselves into feeling joy?  We’ll come back to this 
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question later, but perhaps this is a good time to point out that joy is not the 

same thing as happiness.   

Happiness is very dependent upon circumstances.  A good day at the 

office or in the classroom, nice weather, or an uptick in the stock market 

can make us happy.  Joy apparently isn’t dependent on circumstances.  

That’s why Paul could write “Rejoice in the Lord always,” while he was 

imprisoned in Rome, and why he and Silas could sing hymns at midnight 

while they were fastened in the stocks in a different jail in Philippi.  And, 

that’s why in Acts 5 we find the extraordinary reaction of Peter and the 

apostles when they were hauled before the Jerusalem Council, having 

been arrested for preaching the gospel of Jesus.  And when they (the 

council) had called in the apostles, they had them flogged.  Then they 

ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus and let them go.  As they 

left the council, they rejoiced that they were considered worthy to suffer 

dishonor for the sake of the name.” (Acts 5:40,41)  What?  “They rejoiced 

that they were considered worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the 

name.” 

 At first glance that just sounds nuts!  And, if joy were dependent on 

circumstances, the apostles could never have “rejoiced” after having been 

flogged and threatened!  But these apostles were devoted followers of 

Jesus, committed to being like him, so the fact that they were being treated 
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like Jesus had been treated was evidence to them that they were doing the 

right thing, that they were courageous men and women of God, and that 

gave them joy!  Sometimes joy comes from doing the right thing, even 

though it is costly to us.  Some of you have experienced that. 

 So far we’ve seen that we are instructed to be joyful, and that joy and 

happiness are not the same thing- that joy is not dependent upon our 

circumstances.  Finally, we note that joy is a gift from God.  In Gal. 5, we 

read, “By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control.  There is no 

law against such things.” (Gal. 5:22,23)  Among the character traits that 

God’s Spirit produces in us, we find joy!  Unlike those stick-in-the-mud 

Calvinists we talked about earlier, we see here that God wants to give us 

joy, to develop it as part of our temperament and character.  God desires 

that his creatures be joyful in the life God has given them.  As C.S. Lewis 

said, “Joy is the serious business of heaven.”  And, as our Westminister 

Catechism says, the chief end of humanity is “…to glorify God, and to enjoy 

him forever.”  To enjoy God forever!  God wants to create joy in us; we 

don’t have to gin it up somehow. 

 The idea that God created us to be joyful people gives us some 

insight into the biblical instructions to rejoice.  It’s not that we happy-talk 

ourselves into thinking that the awful things that happen to us and our world 
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aren’t really there or aren’t important.  They are there and they are very 

important.  And, because I know that some of you are absolutely reeling 

with awful things that are happening to you, I was conflicted about 

preaching about joy this week.  I certainly don’t mean to suggest that your 

pain and suffering are not real and significant. 

And yet, the Good News is that the sorrows of this world don’t get the 

final word!  Although the story of human life is still being written, and 

although there are disheartening plot twists along the way when it seems 

that evil and selfishness and raw power are getting the upper hand, we 

know that ultimately they won’t prevail.  God has revealed the end of the 

story to us.  (Spoiler alert!)  In the end, God wins!  Good triumphs over evil!  

Christ is King forever, as this Sunday celebrates.  I think that is our basis 

for joy in the midst of a fallen world.  It’s why Paul could rejoice while he 

was in chains, and Jesus could give joy to his disciples shortly before his 

crucifixion.  It’s why we can trust God with our individual lives and with our 

world.  We trust God with the present, because God has guaranteed the 

future.  That brings us joy. 

Our too-brief moments of joy are God’s gift to us- a glimpse of 

heaven, when joy will be common and untainted by sin and death.  For 

that, we thank and praise God joyfully!  In the meantime, we learn to trust 

God, believing that in the future, wrongs will be righted, illnesses will be 
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healed, and peace will reign.  We learn to be content with the lives God has 

given us, and to cooperate with the Holy Spirit so we can experience joy 

now.  So, look for moments of joy, and allow yourself to fully experience 

them, thanking God for the gift of joyful living.  As Paul wrote in Romans 

15, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that 

you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 15:13) 

This sermon closed with a video clip of high school students 

performing an upbeat version of “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee” from 

Sister Act, II. 


