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“The Fruit of the Spirit: Joy”
Ezra 6:19-22; Philippians 4:4-9 September 27, 2015

We all have friends and family members who live without 
much joy in their lives. They may be discouraged about 
finding a job after a long time of unemployment; they may 
be dealing with a chronic health problem or going through a 
divorce. I know a family whose adult child has been battling 
addiction for so long that they have lost much of their hope 
for her recovery. When depression or anxiety overwhelms 
our lives, there is little room for joy.  

So much of what happens to us seems beyond our 
control. We find ourselves in situations we never could 
have imagined. Someone asks, “How’s it going?” Before we 
answer, we wonder, “Do they really want to know?” 

Paul has every reason to be discouraged. He has every 
reason to complain. He has every reason to give up.  He 
is in a Roman prison. His fate is uncertain. Many of the 
churches that he has established are full of conflict. In 
some cities, teachers and preachers are stirring up believers 
with strange new ideas about the gospel. He has known 
shipwreck, beatings, betrayal, disappointment, hunger 
and deprivation.  Some people are even preaching Christ 
out of envy, rivalry, profit and other base motives. Yet, near 
the end of his letter to the Philippians, he offers a joyful 
word of praise:  “Rejoice in the Lord always: again I will say, 
Rejoice” (Philippians 4:4).

There is not much that Paul can do to change his situation.  
From a human perspective, his life is not free. He is Caesar’s 
prisoner. He cannot control his daily movements or his 
earthly destiny. He eats from the plate he is served. From the 
perspective of faith, he is free. His life is in God’s hands.  He 
has nothing to fear. As Paul himself says at the beginning of 
his letter, he is not Caesar’s prisoner, but a prisoner for Jesus 
Christ. In thankful, grateful prayer he comes to experience 
the peaceful, gracious presence of the Lord. 

Paul has something more in mind than a motivational 
speech about the power of positive thinking. Paul is no 
Pollyanna who denies the reality of troubles and sees only 
the bright side of things. We miss the significance of Paul’s 
words if we think he is doing little more than singing and 
dancing to Pharrell Williams’ global hit song, “Happy.”  Now 
don’t get me wrong. Happy is good. It is good to develop 
a positive attitude that puts the negative into perspective.  

In fact, Paul himself calls the church to contemplate what 
is true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, commendable and 
praiseworthy. He even invites the Philippians to look at his 
own life as a model for their own. Paul wants us to discover 
something more than the undeniable benefits of having 
positive thoughts.  He wants us to discover Christ. His joy 
is in the Lord. 

In the prayerful meditation on these good things and in 
the contemplation of the lives of people who inspire us, we 
encounter Jesus. Notice how Paul ends his words with the 
confident statement that “the God of peace will be with 
you.” We are to approach God “in everything by prayer.” 
Prayer may begin as we pour out our souls in a thousand 
requests to God. Prayer may become a moment of silent 
communion with God in the same way that two close 
friends can sit together perfectly connected to one another 
without saying a word. Prayer is listening for God. Through 
prayer, we learn to look at life through the eyes of faith.  

Through a life of prayer, Paul has learned how to live in 
times of plenty and in times of want; he has learned to be 
peaceful whether he is hungry or well-fed. He has learned 
the secret of Christian living. Paul says, “I can do all things 
through Him who strengthens me.” He has learned to live 
in Christ. He sees the world through the eyes of Christ. 
When he looks at the world through the eyes of Jesus, 
everything - every threat, every trouble, every relationship, 
every hope, every disappointment and every moment – is 
cast in a new light. He sees life through the eyes of faith, 
from the perspective of eternity. He is set free from fear, 
worry, anger and bitterness. At the end he comes to know 
nothing but joy.

When the children of Israel return from exile in Babylon, 
life is not easy. They face the challenges of reestablishing 
a community in a land they left long ago. The walls of 
Jerusalem have to be restored, the homes rebuilt, the 
vineyards and fields replanted and businesses started. They 
face the challenges of rebuilding Solomon’s Temple that 
had been destroyed. I suspect their dreams never quite 
match reality; the work is harder than they can imagine; 
the sacrifices greater than they can envision. They do not 
have the resources they once had. Yet, when the Temple is 
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complete, they rededicate it. They celebrate the Passover 
in their own land. We hear in Ezra these words, “With joy 
they celebrated the festival of unleavened bread for seven 
days; for the Lord had made them joyful” (Ezra 6:22). In 
spite of all the challenges they face in a perilous land, they 
find joy in the Lord.

Sometimes we are far too preoccupied with our work, 
our schemes, our ambition and even our desire to be happy 
and not concerned enough about joy. Happiness and joy 
are not the same thing. To a large extent, happiness depends 
upon the outward circumstances of life – good health, 
friends, meaningful work, sufficient money and a good 
reputation. We all want to be happy. There is something 
more important and lasting than happiness. This is joy.  
Joy can fill our lives even when our health fails, our friends 
leave us in the lurch, our job runs out, our loved one dies, 
our character comes under fire, our relationships crumble 
and our dreams collapse. As the psalmist says, “Weeping 
may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning” 
(Psalm 30:5). Joy is an unexpected gift from God. It is the 
work of the Holy Spirit in us. This is why Paul speaks of 
joy in Galatians as a fruit of the Spirit. Joy is like the first 
light of dawn. We endure the sleepless night fraught with 
anxiety; the glow of the rising sun takes us by surprise. The 
glow unfolds into a brilliant light that scatters the darkness. 

One of our members died after years of declining health. 
God had given him a brilliant mind, a strong faith and a 
love for others. He had faced a number of challenges in his 
young life. Growing up in another country, he had known 
many adversities. He had an opportunity to come to this 
country to continue his education. Here he met the woman 
who would become his wife of many years. He spent his life 
using his time and gifts to care for others. Throughout their 
life together, he and his wife practiced gracious hospitality. 
They welcomed people of all backgrounds and faith 
traditions into their home. In the days following his death, 
I saw in her face, her words and her actions something that 
I can only describe as joy - joy in the face of death. The 
gratitude she felt for the gift of his life and the peace God 
gave her spilled over into a kind of contagious joy. 

How do we come to experience and to live in this 
kind of joy? This weekend, Nathan Foster, the author of 
The Making of an Ordinary Saint, has been leading our 
Spiritual Growth Retreat. In his conversations with us, he 
has focused on how we practice spiritual disciples such as 
worship, prayer, solitude, submission, confession, serving 
and celebration in response to God’s grace. Our spiritual 
practices open us up to receive the gifts God has to give 
us. Joy is something we receive; it is not something we can 

create ourselves or earn for ourselves. Joy is breathing into 
our lives the Spirit of God. Joy is letting the overflowing well 
of God’s love flow into us. Sometimes our struggles cause 
us to hold our breath. Sometimes our hard experiences lead 
us to cap the well. Nathan Foster says practicing spiritual 
disciplines is a way of tuning our senses and opening our 
lives to perceive and receive what is already there in God. 
All we have to do is breathe in the love of God or uncap the 
overflowing well of God’s grace. Nathan says that the end 
result of practicing all of the spiritual disciplines is joy.  

I have told some of you before about a member of a former 
congregation who was diagnosed with a serious form of 
cancer.  She and her husband were devastated by the news. 
Her father-in-law was a retired Presbyterian minister who 
lived in a retirement home where he cared for his wife who 
had Alzheimer’s disease. He had practiced the faith and had 
lived the faith for all of his life. To his daughter-in-law, he 
wrote these words that may or may not have been original 
with him. He wrote:

Remember there are some things that cancer cannot do. 
Cancer is so limited:

It cannot shatter hope; it cannot cripple love.
It cannot corrode faith; it cannot kill friendship.
It cannot shut out memories; it cannot silence courage.
It cannot invade the soul; it cannot reduce eternal life.
It cannot quench the Spirit.

I would add: It cannot steal our joy.


