February 19, 2012


“THE SLICE OF JOY”
(James 1:2-4, Nehemiah 8:8-12)

For most folk one of the most confusing dimensions of life has to do with emotions and feelings. Interestingly, those proficient in the vocation of counseling have never produced a comprehensive list of human emotions. Some people, on the one hand, deny they have emotions while others live through the events of each day reacting on the basis of how they feel. It was, I was informed, a surprise for some last Sunday to learn that “agape” (or Biblical) love has nothing to do with feelings or emotions. This morning we will explore a second slice of the “fruit of the Spirit”. It is also a second slice of spiritual fruit not based on how one feels. Instead, it is an attitude or awareness. Today’s slice of spiritual fruit is “joy”. We are going to look at two passages in scripture to uncover the meaning which defines “joy” in a believer’s life. Our first section of Bible verses is James 1:2-4. This is what we read:

“2 CONSIDER IT PURE JOY, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because YOU KNOW that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4 Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.” 
First of all, we find the same Greek word used twice by James to speak not just of simple “joy” but “pure joy”! It’s parallel to how Jesus often used the word “verily” or “truly” twice in His teaching to grab people’s attention. James (the son of Mary and Joseph) uses this same formula to make the point of speaking of a deep joy rather than a surface emotion. Many, erroneously, think of joy as happiness. In the Bible’s use of this word, however, that is not true! The actual Greek word is “Charon”. It refers to an inner mental attitude which entails “being secure” or “being confident”. The result is having a security or confidence which is centered in God (not ourselves) and what He is doing in our life. It includes the expectation of upcoming victory and well-being, regardless of what must occur before such an outcome is reached. When we come to our second scripture passage (in a few minutes) we will see this more clearly.

Notice with me that the verses found in James 1 affirm a truth which is not contested. James says; “You know” about how the process of growing through “testing” works. With such knowledge his readers can “consider it pure joy”. James is reminding Christians that it is a common fact that “pure joy” comes when a person observes God at work in his or her life. Active believers who are “filled by the Spirit” know God never makes a mistake. They confidently believe they will become mature in faith when all is “said and done”. As if that is not enough, James follows this up with an assurance that if a child of God does not understand what the Father is doing by bringing “trials of many kinds” (v.2) into life, this one “should ask God” (v.5) in order to know what God is doing. When a Christian makes such an inquiry, James’ readers are assured that God “gives generously to all without finding fault” (v.5) God is in the business of informing His children about what He is doing in their lives! He doesn’t want His people in confusion concerning His work. He knows His children will not be secure or confident if they do not know what He is doing. Finishing the thought of the James 1 verses, God promises to give knowledge of His activity so we can eliminate “doubt” with regard to God. (v.6) 

To keep a true perspective; we are taught that God is actively working within Christian lives so as to bring His people through lessons of  “perseverance” until they become “mature” and “complete, not lacking anything”.(v.4) Thus, “joy” is the sense of well-being and confidence we can have in God, the Spirit bringing about fruitfulness in our lives! What an amazing view Christians can possess. All this can and does happen when one “keeps in step with the Spirit”. (Galatians 5:25) If a person is not “living by the Spirit” (v. 25) such a person is bankrupt of spiritual fruit and not able to possess Biblical “joy”!

Do you see how crucial it is for Christians to surrender to the Holy Spirit 100%? Without such humbleness and emptiness life does not and cannot work. The Bible tells us, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own, you were bought at a price.” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20) 
To grasp God’s view of “joy” in its full scope, I want to take time to visit an Old Testament event in which God instructed Israel’s spiritual leaders to teach the people about joy. It is found in Nehemiah 8:8-12. Follow along as I read these verses to you!
8 They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read. 9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is sacred to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 10 Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” 

11 The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve.” 12 Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to them. 
First of all, let me give you the context of this occasion. A group of captive Israelites have been sent (under the leadership of Nehemiah) to rebuild the walls of the city of Jerusalem. The king provided safe conduct through neighboring lands along with construction supplies for his “cup-bearer” to complete this mission. After the walls were completed the entire conclave of people gathered “as one man” (Nehemiah 8:1) before the water gate. At this time Ezra (a scribe and the author of the Book of Ezra) began reading the Law of the Lord to the (literally) standing crowd. According to scripture Ezra started reading at daybreak until noon. For most of these Hebrews it was the first time they had heard the Word of the Lord read to them in their lifetime. They were moved to tears as they heard God’s Torah. They were under intense conviction as we see throughout Nehemiah 8. We are told the people “listened attentively to the Book of the Law”. (8:3b) They wept openly and grieved deeply as they came to grips with their nation’s ungodly way of life contrasted to God’s commands. Having been captives in the area of Babylon for most of their lives, (because of Israel’s sin) they are overcome with sorrow. They are not filled with “joy” in any sense. We find Nehemiah in verse 10 instructing the people to replace their “grief” with “joy”. God’s servant, the royal cup-bearer specifically tells the people “Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength”. 

God recognizes this group of Hebrews in their sorrow and grief. They are used to living completely in their own strength, being self-sufficient and on their own. The Law of God now informs them that life must be lived differently. To apply what they are hearing to their lives they must submit to God’s sovereign work in their lives. If they do this, they can replace grief with joy. Just like the “agape” love we explored last week, now “joy” ALSO may be received from God. Welcome to an Old Testament description of personal and national revival! This group of Israelites is brought by God to begin a grand celebration because He has not only assisted them in rebuilding a wall: now He is rewarding their spirit of confession by restoring them into fellowship with Him. The end result is their receiving “the joy of the Lord”. Joy does not happen because of anything people manufacture. No one in the human race, can, naturally, have joy of their own accord! It only proceeds from the hand of God. 
This relatively unfamiliar revival in the Old Testament is profound and deep in meaning. The depth comes from what we are taught about “joy”. Not only is joy a gift which God bestows upon His children, it is a certainty for each believer to grasp concerning God’s character. You and I can have confidence that God, Himself, is working within our lives to bring about results which match what He knows is the very best for each of us who love Him! This perspective is covered in the Apostle Paul’s famous conviction of Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Do you get it? This is a statement of “JOY” which Paul treats as fact. He states just as James 1:3 declared, “You know”. “Joy” is a key ingredient in a Christian’s life. To live under the understanding of how life works makes every trial endurable and each surprise of no consequence. We cannot conjure this up by ourselves. It is the work of the Spirit of God who can alter our way of thinking. It was true with the Israelites of old and it is also true for us today! 

We have seven more slices of spiritual fruit to learn about still. Without even considering additional slices being inserted into life by the Holy Spirit, do we see how crucial “living by the Spirit” is for us? Frankly our lives depend on being receptive to God making us fruitful. If we are not open to this our life will be miserable and nonproductive. Any enjoyment we have will be temporary at best. We have included an appropriate song in our service today. It stems from the Nehemiah 8 scripture. The words go like this:

“The joy of the Lord will be my strength.
I will not falter, I will not faint.

He is my Shepherd, I am not afraid.

The joy of the Lord is my strength.

The joy of the Lord will be my strength.

He will uphold me all of my days.

I am surrounded by mercy and grace,

The joy of the Lord is my strength.

The joy of the Lord will be my strength.

I will not waver, WALKING BY FAITH.

He will be strong to deliver me safe.

The joy of the Lord is my strength”

Is that our testimony today? Are you and I humbly coming to the Holy Spirit so He can lead and guide us? On the authority of the Word of God that is how life works!
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