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“When Joy Conquers All”
Philippians 4:4-9; Psalm 100 August 20, 2017 

Where do you go when times are difficult? When you are 
troubled and anxious about your health, where do you find 
hope? When you are worried about one of your children, 
where do you find peace? We may receive some of the help 
we need with a counselor, a trusted physician, a listening 
friend, or a support group. In the face of the mob violence 
in Charlottesville that led to death and injuries, the hate 
speech, the blatant displays of racism and anti-Semitism 
that threaten our nation, where do we find the wisdom 
and courage to live this day? In our public life, we may take 
comfort in our constitution, public safety officers, justice 
system, and the freedom to dialogue, debate and vote. In 
times of personal and public crisis, the personal support 
we receive and the public resources we have are not in 
themselves enough. We need something more. We need a 
stronger, unshakable foundation from which we can draw 
our strength and courage. 

The first passage of scripture I ever learned as a child was 
Psalm 100. For some of you it may have been the 23rd Psalm, 
John 3:16 or the Beatitudes. Through the years, the words, 
“Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the all the earth. Worship 
the LORD with gladness; come into God’s presence with 
singing”, have stuck with me. When I am feeling stressed or 
confused, these words float up from somewhere deep within 
me. When troubles seek to drive the joy from my life, I 
come back time and again to the words of the Psalm: “Make 
a joyful noise to the Lord all the earth”. It doesn’t say only 
when I feel like it, have a spare moment, or when everything 
is shipshape, but in all situations and in every moment of life. 
This Psalm gives us the reason to rejoice: God is our shepherd 
and we are the sheep of God’s pasture. Even more than that, 
God is good. The Lord is the Good Shepherd. We see Jesus 
who called himself as the Good Shepherd. 

In more recent years, Paul’s letter to the Philippians has 
come to mean a great deal to me. You know the situation. 
Paul is in prison. Paul has every reason to be miserable. From 
a human perspective, things are not going all that well for 
Paul. His fate is uncertain. Many of the churches he has 
established are full of conflict. Other preachers are stirring 
up believers with strange new ideas about the gospel. He has 

known shipwreck, beatings, betrayal, riots and deprivation.  
Yet, near the end of his letter he offers a joyful word of praise:

“Rejoice in the Lord always: again I will say, Rejoice.”
I once heard a minister speak on Paul’s call to rejoice in the 

Lord. His point was that we should rejoice because things 
were not that bad. He said we tend to dwell on the negative 
and overlook the positive. Well, that may be true. In that 
sanctuary on that day, there was a man who had recently been 
released from a psychiatric hospital and a woman with young 
children whose husband had been disabled in an accident. 
He spoke in a bitterly divided state that was battling about 
what to do with the Confederate flag on the dome of the 
State House, the seat of government. The stars and bars 
flew just under the United States Flag and the State flag as a 
warning to all the citizens about who really held the power.

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. Now don’t get me wrong. It is 
good to develop a positive attitude to put the negative 
into perspective. In fact, Paul himself calls the church to 
contemplate what is true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, 
commendable and praiseworthy. Paul wants us to discover 
something more than the undeniable benefits of having 
positive thoughts. He wants us to discover Jesus, the source 
and foundation of our joy.  

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.” In prayer, we meet Jesus. 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. Through prayer, we learn to look at life through the 
eyes of faith. Through prayer, Paul 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. Later in the letter, 
Paul says, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens 
me.” He has learned to live in Christ. When he looks at the 
world through the eyes of Jesus, everything - every threat, 
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every trouble, every relationship, every hope, and every 
disappointment – is cast in a new light. He is set free from 
fear, worry, anger and bitterness. At the end he comes to 
know nothing but joy.

Sometimes we are far too preoccupied with 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. In Greek 
philosophy, happiness is a by-product of having good 
health, sufficient wealth, an honest reputation, a purposeful 
activity and meaningful relationships. No one would argue 
with this. We all want to be happy. There is something that 
is more important than happiness. This is joy. Joy comes 
like an unexpected gift from the Lord. Joy can fill our lives 
even when our health fails, our friends leave us in the lurch, 
our job runs out, our society cracks open and our dreams 
collapse.

There was a lot that Paul could not change about his 
situation. His life was in God’s hands. He had nothing to fear. 
God gave him the strength to accept his circumstances, and 
more than that, to rejoice in the midst of his circumstances.  

The 100th Psalm commands the whole creation to sing 
a joyful song of praise to God.  So we sing, Joyful, Joyful, 
We Adore Thee. The music of the church is a form of prayer. 
We sing in order to praise God. The purpose of our music 
is not entertainment, but the worship of God who created 
us, redeemed us and sustains us. We express our gratitude in 
music; we express our deepest longings and greatest needs 
to God through music; we open our hearts through music 
to receive the Holy Spirit into our lives. 

Many Christian traditions today have lost this sense of 
God-centered worship. Worship has disintegrated into 
little more than religious amusement or a “me-centered” 
diversion. Reformed worship is an offering to God. We sing 
to glorify God and to regain a true perspective on life. We 
are not the center of all things. God is center. When we sing 
in all circumstances of life, we experience the Holy Spirit 
slipping in and planting the seed of unconquerable joy in our 
lives. Bonhoeffer noted the connection between worshipful 
music and joy. “Music... will help dissolve your perplexities 
and purify your character and sensibilities, and in time of 
care and sorrow, will keep a fountain of joy alive in you.”

What do we need when our times are troubled and our 
lives are in crisis? We need the unshakable foundation of 
Jesus. We need prayer. It is in prayer, worship and music 
that we encounter Jesus, who fills our hearts with joy in the 
face of all our troubles. As Christians, our first response to 
the violence and hate speech in our land is to pray together 
with our brothers and sisters in this community and nation.  

Jamar Tisby wrote in a Washington Post article entitled, 
“After Charlottesville,” that the church and pastors have too 
long been silent and have relegated “racism to the status of a 
“social” issue and not a “gospel” issue.” (8/12/17). We know 
it is a gospel issue. 

In his spiritual autobiography, Surprised by Joy, C.S. Lewis 
describes joy as a kind of longing for God. Joy is always a gift 
and never a possession. Once we have experienced joy, we 
desire to know it again and again. He said that when we are 
lost in the woods, joy is like a signpost that points us in the 
way of God. 

As a nation, we are lost in the woods and we do not know 
how to find our way or how to heal the wounds of our people.  
What we do know to do is to begin in prayer. Prayer is the 
path that leads us to experience again the joy that only God 
can give. This afternoon at 3 p.m., we are hosting in this 
sanctuary an Interfaith Service of Prayer for Healing, Peace 
and Reconciliation. We will be led in prayer by Jewish, 
Christian and Muslim clergy. Other congregations in our city 
will join with us as we seek God’s guidance and wisdom for 
our nation. My pray is that as we meet, the Holy Spirit will 
place the unshakable foundation of joy in our hearts. 

The violence and hatred in Charlottesville and other places 
can take away a lot of things; it can harm the values we hold 
dear as a nation; it can brutalize and destroy human life, but 
it cannot steal our joy. Out of the unconquerable joy of the 
Christian faith comes the grace, will and wisdom to follow 
the most radical words that Jesus spoke and lived each day 
– to love everyone - no exceptions - as we love ourselves. In 
prayer, word and song we are led to rejoice in the Lord in any 
and all circumstances of life and find in the Lord the strength 
to take a stand today for justice and peace in our land.  


