Advent week 3 Joy

Today we have lit the second candle, the candle of joy. Prophecy has been fulfilled. The long-awaited Messiah has come. Joy is the mood of all earnest seekers.

Rejoice! Here is your God! As the feast of Christmas draws closer, we are reminded that the Lord is with us even now. Jesus came to give sight to the blind and life to the dead. Christ's reign is among us through our deed of love and generosity. Let us not grow weary, but steady our hearts and rejoice, for the Lord is close at hand! 

Today we are 2 Sundays into this season of 4 Sundays preparation for the coming of the Lord called Advent – the time of preparation for the birth of our Saviour but also a time of preparation for his second coming.
Philippians 4:4-7 Rejoice in the Lord always. I shall say it again: rejoice! Your kindness should be known to all. The Lord is near. Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God. Then the peace of God that surpasses all understanding will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.
We prepare this week by focusing on joy. We move through this week feeling a part of the waiting world that rejoices because our longing has prepared us to believe the reign of God is close at hand. And so, we consciously ask God to: 

Prepare our hearts and remove the sadness that hinders us from feeling the joy and hope which his presence will bestow. 

This week’s theme of joy makes me ask about the definition of joy.  
Once a home group I was in was studying the Fruit of the Spirit, and when we got to the word “Joy” we were stumped about its definition.

The dictionary may say it is “a feeling of great pleasure and happiness” but it’s not.
Joy is not a synonym for happy, unlike what the old cartoon Ren and Stimpy would have it in their song: “Happy happy joy joy”

There is a difference between happiness and joy. 
Happiness is the great feeling that you get when everything is going smoothly. All your ducks lined up in a row, and all your plans coming to fruition.
Joy is what God gives you in the midst of trouble when you put that trouble in God's hands. We can have joy even when the wheels fall off.
I am reminded about cats. When Karlene was assisting vets in Tokoroa, she found that cats purr when under anaesthetic and undergoing an operation. Not because they are happy with that situation. It is something deeper.  Could it be joy?
Maybe we could put it like this:  we have happiness BECAUSE of our situation, we have joy IN SPITE OF our situation.
Both happiness and joy have no fear. 
Happiness has no fear because nothing is wrong, and everything is on course. 
Joy has no fear because we have become willing to trust God that our suffering is serving a purpose -- a purpose that we have come to want more than anything else. 
Happiness is fleeting. Fear and destruction might be just around the corner and our happiness may be robbed Happy today, who knows about tomorrow.
With joy, the very things that others fear have become, in God's hands, a means of salvation. That is why Philippians 4:6-7 commanding us to rejoice, is followed immediately by the command not to be anxious about anything. Paul is not telling us to be happy. This is not Pollyanna speak. Paul is telling us to rejoice. 

We have a promise of joy.
As one writes: “Joy is not necessarily a feeling. It is the knowledge of the truth of God’s reign through Christ”.

Joy is something dynamic and not static. It derives from love—God’s and ours.
 
Paul calls “joy” one of the fruits of the Spirit because we can't have joy until we have begun to develop a spiritual life. 
We can have happiness without spiritual development, as long as the conditions in our lives are favourable. But we can't have joy. 
Joy flows from an acknowledgement that regardless of our circumstances, we are known and loved. And out of that conviction flows not only joy, but peace, presence and love.

Our joy is not dependent on our circumstances.
Joy comes as a result of a complete trust in the love of God and a deep desire for the will of God to be done in the world, no matter what the cost might be to ourselves. 
So unlike happiness, which can have a multitude of sources and triggers, joy has one source. Joy comes from Christ, hence we sing “Joy to the World, the Lord has come…” at this time of the year, because at Christmas we herald the coming of the Lord Jesus, of him breaking into our time and space dimension. 

Joy comes from focussing on the Lord instead of on ourselves.

Mother Teresa, that woman who epitomised Christian care for the poor and dying, once wrote that “the secret of real joy goes deeper than just superficial circumstances. The secret of real joy is rooted in the belief that our own existence is part of a larger existence and that a certain spiritual path and philosophy of life are necessary to give our life a purpose…the real source of joy lies within our true self, not in the accumulation of wealth outside our self.

This is echoed by the Buddhist leader the Dalai Lama “Outward attainment will not bring real inner joyfulness. We must look inside”. 

But not in the sense of the Buddhist belief in self-actualisation but in looking to the Christ within us. Joy comes from Christ.

Joy is the knowledge that everything I do has a purpose and will be a part of the divine plan for the world. That means we won't really know joy until we really want God's will more than our own. And we don't come to want THAT, until we have learned to know and love God. Joy waits for us a good way down the spiritual path–even the ancient pagans knew that joy could not be had until after both virtue and wisdom were attained. But once we get there, it can't be taken away.
When it finally becomes more important to be an instrument of God's peace than it is to be comfortable and have what we want for ourselves, we are on the threshold of joy. It is the attitude that is willing to suffer death--even death on a cross if God deems it necessary. Jesus was not happy on the Cross, but I believe he had joy - joy because he knew he was doing the work of God and that God would use that work to save the world. 

The late Bishop Desmond Tutu’s observation was that we are misguided if we seek joy for ourselves. Only if our goal is to give joy to others, will we find it flowing through us.

Even the secular writer and thinker George Bernard Shaw wrote of joy being something that has an outward purpose but of course omitted that the source of joy is Christ: 
“This is the true joy in life, to be used for a purpose recognised by yourself as a mighty one; that being thoroughly worn out before you are thrown on the scrap heap; that being a force of nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy.”

But he missed the point. When you omit Christ from the equation, we cannot have joy. And if we do not have joy, we cannot give it away to others.
One writer commented that God invites us to serve willingly, from a joyful heart filled with love and devotion.

The children’s song: I have joy joy joy down in my heart, down in my heart to stay.
Remembering that joy is not about our happy circumstances, when we have joy with God, our death cannot defeat us and every minute of our suffering can be used for God's good. 
It is what Obi Wan Kenobi knew when he allowed Darth Vader to strike him down saying, "You can't win, Darth. If you strike me down, I shall become more powerful than you can possibly imagine." 
It's what Paul meant when he said, "To live is Christ, to die is gain." 
It's what Job meant when he said, "Though he slay me, yet will I trust him." 

C.S. Lewis writes that "joy is a technical term and must be sharply distinguished from both happiness and from pleasure. Joy (in my sense) has indeed one characteristic, and only one, in common with them; the fact that anyone who has experienced it will want it again...I doubt whether anyone who has tasted it would ever, if both were in his power, exchange it for all the pleasures of the world. But then joy is never in our power and pleasure often is."

Have you experienced the joy that he is talking about.  You will only have done so because you know the bringer of that joy. The bringer of joy is Jesus. Do you know him?

Joy is one of the 4 foci of advent.  We eagerly anticipate the bringer of joy, both in his incarnation as the baby Jesus but also as he returns in power on the white horse to complete the work he commenced at the cross.
Revelation 22:20 He which testifies these things saith, Surely, I come quickly. Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus!
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