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LIVING A JOY-FILLED LIFE

Introduction: To some of us, living a life filled with joy might sound like a farfetched idea or an unobtainable goal. However, as Christians, joy is not a luxury, but a necessity. If we are to put on the new self and cultivate the fruits of the Spirit, then we need joy. Jesus wants us to experience pure, spiritual joy; the problem is that we don’t take the crucial steps towards achieving that fulfillment. Let’s learn how we can follow the command in 1st Thess. 5:16 which says, “Be joyful always.”           Mention biblical diff.

I.
The difference between happiness and joy? NIV conc. H-31, J-237
A. The first step to becoming a joyful person is to understand that there is a distinct difference between happiness and joy. Happiness is external and depends on happenings. Joy, on the other hand, is internal and dependent on Christ.  Circumstances will dictate our happiness because our happiness is subject to how we’re feeing. However, if you have spiritual joy it isn’t decreased or increased by your conditions. True joy is not produced by humans nor is it a consequence of your surroundings. People have mistakenly been on a quest for joy but stop short when they achieve happiness, only to end up being miserable. If you read the book of Ecclesiastes you’ll see how Solomon, who was the wisest of them all, allowed himself any pleasure he wanted. In the end he derived that it was all meaningless, a chasing after the wind. The only true joy was found in knowing God.  In his book, ‘The Agony of Deceit’, C.S. Lewis wrote, “Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition, when infinite joy is offered to us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in the slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at sea. We are far too easily pleased.” It’s as if God has an abundant array of priceless treasures that He is waiting to bestow upon us but instead we choose the trinkets of this world because that’s all we know. Consider people who’ve won the lottery. They act so happy when they realized they’ve won. Then a short time later you see the follow-up story where you discover that they are actually in misery and probably worse off than they were before they won.  American millionaire Jay Gould said this when he was dying, “I suppose I am the most miserable man on earth.” One might be inclined to think that riches and popularity could bring contentment. However, spiritual joy is found in being rich towards God and in knowing that he loves us. Six weeks before his death, an interviewer asked Elvis Presley, “When you started playing music you said you wanted to be rich, famous and happy. Are you happy?” He replied, “I’m lonely as hell.” 

B. Happiness is a feeling but Spiritual Joy is an act of the will and therefore, is not based on emotion. It’s not a sensation that comes and goes. If you are filled with the joy of the spirit, it is an integral part of whom you are; it is a constant in your daily life. Our problem is not that we seek happiness or pleasure, but the error is in seeking lasting pleasure in anything but God. Nathaniel Hawthorne said that when happiness comes in this world it is incidental. So, in order to give life meaning we need to have a purpose larger than ourselves. Our continual joy comes from realizing our purpose in the plan of God and through serving Him and those around us, not in looking for ways in which we are to be served by others and the world. Happiness pertains to self, while the purpose of joy is to serve God. There may be no quicker way to being filled with joy than to get the focus off us and on to others. The pursuit of happiness leads us on a wild goose chase where the rewards are futile, temporary and consequently, never fully attained. The pursuit of joy will come as a result of putting God first which will result in eternal blessings and is therefore, fully attainable, if we allow ourselves to be filled by it. When the focal point of our desires is not God, the joy of our salvation diminishes. We need to be like the man in Matthew 13:44. “The kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.” Where our treasure is, there our heart is also. Our treasure follows our investments, of time, money and spiritual gifts. If we misappropriate the things given to us as a stewardship, the source of our pleasure shifts, and thus our joy in the Lord is weakened.  

II.
What is needed to achieve and maintain Spiritual Joy?
A. If joy is something that the Christian should seek, if it’s such a noble motive for the Christian life, then why are so few of us characterized by joy? We’ve convinced ourselves that just because we’ve been born again that means we will automatically be filled with joy. When we become baptized, we have become regenerated but not necessarily transformed. Not to permit Jesus to transform our life is to miss the most gratifying part of Christianity. Many Christians today have received Jesus as their Savior, but they have yet to make Him their Lord. When Jesus becomes our Savior that allows us to have joy in the next life. But if we want to experience joy in this life, Jesus needs to become our Lord. God cannot remold and remake us unless we surrender the control of every area our lives to Him. The regeneration takes place in our heart but our transformation takes place in our lives. The canvas’ only hope in becoming a masterpiece is to allow the artist to cover it with his work. The only way a diamond can show its true beauty is when it allows the craftsman to smooth away the rough edges, creating the facets. 

B. We need to have a greater desire for the Word of God. King David delighted in knowing and obeying God’s Law. Because David’s Joy was in God, that motivated him to know Him more. Consider Psalm 119:14-16, “I rejoice in following your statutes as one rejoices in great riches. I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I delight in your decrees; I will not neglect your word.” Today, we have the benefit of having the completed bible, a revelation that those in the Old Testament didn’t have. Too often that privilege goes unrecognized. 

C. Sometimes our motivating factor in doing God’s will comes from guilt or fear where instead it needs to come from Joy. Joy should be what gives us the desire to be close to God, not the anxiety that comes from what might happen to us if we don’t ‘follow the rules’. Legalism is primarily concerned with not making God mad, while grace is living in a way that will bring pleasure to God. Legalism views God as angry, begrudging and hostile. Christian liberty views God as an intimate being, with whom we delight to commune and who finds delight in our obedience. This could be what irritated the Pharisees so much about Jesus.  He found Joy in what he was doing for God while they only went by their legalistic integrity in what they were doing for God. 

D. Read Psalm 51:12. Joy is the byproduct of obedience. First we need to have the willingness to push out all the junk inside of us and make room for Joy. The only way gold can become pure is by removing the dross. We can’t experience true joy if we’re being plagued by the past. If we’re holding on to resentments, this will prevent us from being able to remove the obstacles that plague our thinking.  It’s like cleaning out the fridge. In order to put the fresh groceries in there, we need to get rid of the rotten food that has been in there far too long. If your ‘fridge’ is filled with things like jealousy, envy or pride, those need to be removed in order for God to fill it with peace, patience, or self-control. If you try to have both in your ‘fridge’, then the bad fruit will contaminate the good fruit. We need to be people of peace. The secret to being a person of peace is first to know that we are at peace with God. The peace of God is not like the peace of the world that is based on the absence of conflict. God’s peace is present in the midst of conflict and therefore, surpasses all understanding. However, holding on to the sins that we should be repenting of can cause guilt and tend to destroy any sense of peace that we may have had. It can cause a wall of enmity to be built up between God and us. It’s hard to be joyous when we’re struggling with inner turmoil. In our misery, it’s hard to focus on healing instead of hurting when we keep rehearing those hurts over and over. The key to getting over that hurt and moving on to a life of joy is being willing to forgive those who hurt you and to let go of the pain. We need to focus on God’s power, not our problems. 

E. As the words happiness and joy are often mistakenly used interchangeably, there is another set of words that fall into the same category; those are concern and worry. Joy allows us to be content with whatever comes our way. Our joy doesn’t have to diminish when trials or negative circumstances invade our lives. Our concern over life’s issues does not deplete our spiritual joy because we are still trusting in God. But when we subject ourselves to worrying about these problems, we forfeit our right to joy by not having the firm and immovable faith that sees us through. As a third-century man was anticipating death, he penned these last words to a friend: “It’s a bad world, an incredibly bad world. But I have discovered in the midst of it a quiet and holy people who have learned a great secret. They have found a joy, which is a thousand times better than any pleasure of our sinful life. They are despised and persecuted, but they care not. They have overcome the world. These people are the Christians-and I am one of them.” 

F. The evangelist D.L. Moody was speaking about how to live victoriously over sin and how to avoid the excesses of the flesh.  He held up a glass and asked his audience, “How can I get the air out of this glass?” One man said, “Suck it out with a pump.” Moody replied, “That would create a vacuum and shatter the glass.” After many possible suggestions, Moody smiled, picked up a pitcher of water and filled the glass. “There,” he said, “all the air is removed.” He then went on to show that victory in the Christian life is not achieved by, “sucking out a sin here and there,” but rather by being filled with the spirit. The peace and joy of the Holy Spirit is available to us if we want it. We need to pursue the transformed life that is built by Godly character.  In determining our devotion, we may need to ask ourselves this question, ‘Is Christianity a part of my life, or is it my life?’ 

III.
What will be the evidence of a Joy filled life?
A. Gal 5:22 lists joy as a fruit of the Spirit. If we live by the Spirit, we will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. The Hebrew word for Joy means, ‘to leap or spin around with pleasure.’ In the New Testament, the word refers to ‘gladness, bliss and celebration.’ So if we want to see this fruit ripen in our lives, we desperately need the Holy Spirit to prune away whatever it is that hinders our joy and then empower us to make some choices that move us closer to a lifestyle of rejoicing. The pursuit of Joy in God and God alone will revolutionize our lives. Think of how it would change the aspects of our walk with Christ. It would be evident in how we worship him in praise and song. The excuses of not liking the songs or off-key singing wouldn’t matter if we were filled with joy because we would see the experience as this is a ‘me praising God’ thing. That attitude would carry over in our prayers as well. Too often our prayers are filled with requests instead of praises. If our hearts are filled with joy then that will be evident in how and what we pray. Not only that, it will reflect how often we pray. Do we devote a regular time to commune with God or is it done primarily when we have needs?

B. It would be evident in our evangelism. Are we condescending or condemning in our witnessing, or do we share the gospel in love or Joy? But I’m not just talking about our witnessing. We talk about the things we enjoy. If we were to enjoy God more it would show more in our regular conversations with people. Sharing the Joy of knowing Jesus would be our delight instead of our duty. The more Jesus becomes our life, the more apt we would be to include Him in our discussions. 

C. Being filled with Joy would show in our service to others. Joy is the fuel of faithful service. Ministering to others out of guilt or fear will not be a ministry of Joy and will quickly burn out.  Joy in the growth and progress of others in their enjoyment of God was a part of the fuel of Paul’s service as we read in 1st Thess. 2:19&20, “For what is our hope, our Joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you? Indeed, you are our glory and Joy.” 

D. Evidence is also seen in our ability to maintain our Joy despite our circumstances. We can easily lose sight of the prospects around us when we’re focused only on our own bleak circumstances. But God invites us to actively pursue the opportunities at hand instead of lamenting over what we don’t have. The book of Philippians was written during one of the worst periods of Paul’s life and yet the keynote, which prevails throughout the book, is joy. In this short book of just four chapters, there are 19 references to joy. Enduring suffering and persecution for Jesus is the result of setting the joy of God and of his promises above the present pleasures of this world. In Hebrews 12:2 we see Jesus’ example of this. “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him, endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” The benefit of suffering with joy can be seen in Romans 5:3&4, “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.”  If we are filled with joy, we will not only be able to praise God through our trials, but that joy allows us to be mistreated for the sake of Christ, instead of seeking our own selfish desires. If you study Acts 5:12-42, you’ll see a great example of this through the work of the Apostles.

IV.
What are the dangers of living without Joy?
A. In Galatians 4:15 Paul asked, “What has happened to all your joy?” Perhaps Paul would ask us the same question today. William Barclay has said that, ‘a gloomy Christian is a contradiction in terms, and nothing in all religious history has done Christianity more harm than its connection with black clothes and long faces.” One of the dangers of living without joy is how it affects us. We don’t feel different when we enter God’s house, surrounded by God’s people. We walk about in a state of misery and anxiety. Dr. Chester Swor once wrote, “The non-surrendered Christian is likely to be a most miserable person; close enough to know the claims of the Lordship of Christ, yet unwilling to pay the price. Yearning for maximum joy, yet unwilling to admit that it comes from maximum surrender.” A spirit of discontentment will rob us of joy. We cannot experience joy if we are serving God on our terms instead of His. We have a problem with maximum surrender when we have unwarranted expectations of how we think our lives should be played out. Our unsatisfied anticipations have caused us to be discontent with how our lives are progressing. Paul knew the secret to being content. Philippians 4:12, “I know what it means to be in need, and I know what it means to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” Notice how Paul called contentment a secret, and how that secret had to be learned. Contentment doesn’t come when we have everything we want, but when we want everything we have. In a life without joy we become pessimistic, failing to have gratitude for the many blessings we overlook. Consider the story of two farmers; one was a pessimist and the other an optimist. The optimist would say, “Wonderful sunshine.” The pessimist would say, “It’s going to scorch the crops.” The optimist would say, “Fine rain.” The pessimist would respond, “We’re going to have a flood.” One day the two went hunting. They shot some ducks, which landed in the pond. The optimist ordered his dog to retrieve the ducks. Surprisingly, instead of swimming to get the ducks, the dog walked on top of the water, grabbed the ducks and brought them back to its owner. The optimist turned to his friend and said, “What do you think of that?” The pessimist replied, “Huh, can’t swim can he?” It’s been said that a pessimist can hardly wait for the future so he can look back with regret. 

B. Another danger of living without joy is how it affects others. When we get depressed over the things of this world, we allow the pressures of life to consume our thoughts and plague our memory. Therefore, we are refusing to let our light shine before men. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. was a member of the U.S. Supreme court for 30 years. His mind, wit and work earned him the unofficial title of “the greatest justice since John Marshall.” At one point in his life, Justice Holmes explained his choice of a career by saying: “I might have entered the ministry if certain clergymen I knew had not looked and acted so much like undertakers.”  Because of our lack of joy, we are negatively affecting those around us. A great Eastern leader, after spending time in our country said, “I might have become a Christian, had I ever saw one.” People aren’t going to desire Christianity if they can’t see or feel any differences in the Christians they meet. If our negative exterior is keeping our light hidden, it is beneficial to no one, including us. 

C. Are you the type of person who complains a lot? Mark Twain once said, “Don’t complain about all your problems; 80% of people don’t care and the other 20% think you deserve them.” There’s a story about a monk who joined an order where silence was the cardinal rule. He could say only two words every decade. After 10 years, the head monk called him in. “Well,” he said, “you can say your two words now.” The man replied, “food tasteless.” After another ten years he was called in to utter his two words. This time he responded, “bed hard.” Another ten years passed, a total of 30 years now, and he was summoned yet again by the head monk to speak his two words. This time he said, “I quit.” The head monk responded, “I’m not surprised. You’ve been complaining ever since you got here.” 

D. If we are driven by anxiety, fear, and bitterness it not only affects our spiritual walk but it affects our physical health as well. An article published in the American Heart Association Journal noted the negative physical consequences of hopelessness. It stated that people who have experienced extreme feelings of hopelessness and despair had a 20% greater increase in hardening of the arteries over a 4-year period. Other studies have connected hopelessness to heart disease, heart attacks and even death. Therefore, it’s always a good idea to check your attitude. Did you know planes have an attitude? The attitude instrument is a critical part of the plane’s instrument panel. The attitude instrument tells the position of the plane in relation to the horizon. When climbing, the plane has a nose-high attitude and when diving it has a nose-down attitude. The attitude of the plane determines its performance. In order to change the performance of the plane you have to change its attitude. How is your attitude affecting your performance? 

Conclusion:
In his book, ‘Mere Christianity’, C.S. Lewis states that we must become ‘infected’ by Jesus. Being mere observers just won’t cut it. He describes it this way, “If you want to get warm you need to stand near the fire; if you want to get wet you must get into the water. If you want joy, power, peace, eternal life, you must get close to, or even into the thing that has them.” If our goal is to be like Christ, then we will have the desire to allow the Spirit to mold us into His image. If we’re not pursuing the attributes of Jesus, then we are in essence giving up our right to have spiritual joy, which will greatly diminish our effectiveness as his disciples. But we also have to realize that joy is a choice. Choosing is an important part of the Christian life. Our choices can affect far more than our immediate situations. Alaska’s highway is well known for its primitive roads and the long, lonely stretches. A sign located at the beginning of one such stretch reads, ‘choose your rut carefully; you’ll be in it for the next 200 miles.’ C.S. Lewis also wrote in Mere Christianity that, ‘every time you make a choice, you are turning the central part of you, the part that chooses, into something a little different than it was before. And taking your life as a whole, with all your innumerable choices, you are slowly turning this central thing, into either a heavenly creature, or a hellish one.’ Are our actions bringing us closer to Christ, or are they moving us away from Him? Knowing the benefits of living with joy and the dangers of living without it should make the choice obvious. Don’t settle for anything less.

