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Today I want to talk about The Forgotten Commandment. 
I wonder if you can guess what it is.  After all there are hundreds of commands in scripture and it is hard to remember them all. However, we forget this one to our cost. Neglecting it results in sadness and sorrow. It means we miss one of God’s very best gifts. The commandment I am referring to is the call to be joyful.

This commandment is found throughout scripture. 
Psalm 100 begins, “Shout for joy to the Lord all the earth.” (Psalm 100:1)  
In the passage we have just read Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again, Rejoice.” (Philippians 4:4)

The apostle tells the Thessalonians, “Be joyful always.” (1 Thessalonians 5:16)   
It is clear we are commanded to pursue joy.

And we are admonished if we don’t pursue joy. 

The Israelites were told, “Because you did not serve the Lord your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart . . . therefore you shall serve your enemies.” 

(Deuteronomy 28:47-48)

I don’t usually find that editorials stop me in my tracks but last month I read an editorial in Christianity Today that I cannot get out of my mind. 
It talks about the importance of the joy driven life.  
I was left wondering, do we take this seriously? 
Do we see joy as a daily necessity and its lack as a sin? 
Would the elders, as a matter of church discipline, approach someone and say, “We are concerned that you haven’t been joyful recently.”  
Would an ecumenical church council forget their concern about the size of our carbon footprint for a moment and issue a call for all Christians to be joyful in 2010.

It seems absurd put like that and yet God clearly intends for us to be joyful people.
So my purpose today is simple. 
It is that we grasp the possibility of joy and go out and live a life of joy, both for our good and for God’s glory. There is an outline in your bulletin if you would like to follow along.

Let’s begin by asking WHY WE FORGET JOY.

First, it could be because of our theology
We may have picked up the impression that Christianity is serious business and so joy is inappropriate. 

In the year 1514 a sensational forgery was published in Venice, Italy, purporting to be a description of Jesus Christ. 
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It began, “He is a tall man, well shaped, and of amiable and reverent aspect. His hair is of a color that can hardly be matched falling into graceful curls. His eyes, bright blue, clear and serene.” It continued, “No man has seen him laugh.” 
The implication is that humor, which does so much to alleviate the stress of our daily existence, had no part in Jesus’ life and therefore since we are his followers should have no part in ours.

The description is a fraud but the myth remains that Jesus was a joyless person.

Now it is true that scripture speaks about suffering and spiritual disciplines like fasting. 
The Bible encourages us to deny ourselves and take up our cross but none of these negate the command to be joyful.  
The fact is that, “The kingdom of God is . . . joy in the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 14:17)  
The Psalmist sings, “Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy.” (Psalm 126:2)  
Isaiah exalts, “Shout for joy O heavens, rejoice O earth.” (Isaiah 49:13)  
Jesus tells his disciples, “Your grief will turn to joy. . . which no one will take away.” (John 16:20 & 22)   
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Even more extraordinary is Jesus’ very first word spoken after his resurrection. According to Matthew it was addressed to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary.
His greeting to the women has been translated as “hail”, “good morning” and “peace.” But the word is actually “rejoice.” 
Think of that. Because of the resurrection we can rejoice.  
At the end of his superb book called “Orthodoxy” G.K. Chesterton declares that, “joy . . . is the gigantic secret of the Christian.”  
A miserable Christian is a heresy. 
True faith is joyful. 
A second reason we forget joy is because of the times.
Think of days in which we live.  
There is a forgotten war in Iraq and another in Afghanistan. 
There is suffering in Sudan and death in Darfur. 
Nuclear threats grow daily in the Middle East.
Human trafficking is expanding. 

How dare we be glad when others are gloomy?
When so many are dressed in the rags of anxiety, grief and despair it would be scandalous to rejoice.

But the fact is we will not make progress on the human catastrophe until we rediscover joy.

The gospel is good news precisely because it announces joy right when everything is falling apart.

And while we cannot possibly be joyful at injustice we can be joyful in Jesus.

True Christian joy involves seeing the world as it truly is in all its darkness and despair and alienation and death and still knowing something of joy for the simple reason that our hope is not in this sad world but in the one who has overcome the world.

Perhaps most significantly we forget joy because of our temperament. 

Twenty-five percent of Americans suffer from depression. 
Many of us are on medication. Some of us find it hard just to get through the day let alone be joyful. 
And this is the S.A.D. season. 
We get up in the dark, we go to work in the dark, we come home in the dark and there is not much light in our life. 
We say that “joy is not my thing”, and thankfully Paul understands. Towards the end of this fourth chapter of Philippians he writes, “Rejoice in the Lord always but of course, only if you are a naturally bubbly person. Don’t worry about this command if temperamentally you are melancholy.” 
Of course, there is no such statement. The command to be joyful is for all of us whatever our personality or our problems.
So let’s dig into this well of joy a bit deeper and see what joy is and what joy isn’t.  
Let’s consider how to get joy and how to show joy.  
We begin by looking at THE DEFINITION OF JOY. 

This is what joy is.  
When we speak of joy we are not talking about a person with a perpetual smile on their face. Young babies often smile but I am told on good authority it is frequently caused by wind.  
We are not talking about the feeling we have when we buy a new car or new clothes, for those feelings pass. 
This is not the emotion of getting a hole in one or hearing that we have just got a raise. 
Christian joy is not the kind of feelings we get from material possessions or the triumph of competition, great though those are. But they don’t last.  Biblical joy does.
The Greek word for joy is “chara”.  
It is linked to another word “charis” which means grace.

So joy is a human expression of divine grace.  
Joy is the surest sign of the presence of God for God is joyful. 
He rejoices in his works and his people and there is joy in his presence. 

The Old Testament describes joy as a quality of life.

Believers demonstrated their joy in some tangible, physical way like singing, shouting, playing music, dancing, clapping and leaping.

Joy in the New Testament is often expressed as ecstasy, a feeling of amazement or an uninhibited response to the grace of God. 
It is not that we seize joy. More often than not, joy seizes us. 
It is an inside job, something that God’s grace accomplishes within our soul.

Joy is grounded in a dynamic relationship with Jesus. 
Think about those times when you were close to the Lord and you felt something truly wonderful. That was joy. 

That sort of joy is not dependant on favorable conditions. 
Joy is found in the places where we would least expect it. 
In fact, in scripture it is nearly always experienced in the context of some difficulty or discouragement. 
So Jesus tells us in his Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are you when men hate you and when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil because of the Son of  Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy because great is your reward in heaven.” (Matthew 6:22-23)

In Second Corinthians Paul describes the Macedonian Christians, “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.” 
(2 Corinthians 8:2)  
Those first century believers were poor and persecuted but they had an abundance of joy.  
James gives us the extraordinary instruction, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials.” (James 1:2)
The truth is that Christian joy thrives in times of affliction, insult, trouble, temptation and suffering.
It was said of the first Christians that they were, “Full of the Holy Spirit and joy.” That shouldn’t surprise us for joy is one of the fruit of the Spirit.

SOME DIVERSIONS FROM JOY

What joy isn’t. 

Here is a puzzle.  God offers joy. Everybody wants joy so why isn’t everybody a Christian?  The reason is the devil comes along and offers his own version of joy.  
If we are going to experience God’s joy we must not be diverted by Satan’s forgeries. 
We must learn to identify his counterfeits and reject them. 
In the Garden of Eden Satan said to Eve, “If you only had the apple everything would be great.”  
In a similar way he comes to us and says, “If you only had this or that you would be joyful.” 
If we believe him our life becomes a quest for those things. 

What are some of these diversions? 

One of them is wealth. 
Now wealth is lovely to have and it can be wonderfully used. 
By the standards of the rest of the world all of us are wealthy. But we can we be fooled into thinking that we would much more joyful if we had more money.

We need to remember Paul’s warning to Timothy when he said, “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. . . command those who are rich in this present world not be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.” (1 Timothy 6:10, 17)
If we place our hope in wealth then when our wealth is gone our joy is gone. But if our confidence is in God we will have joy whether we have wealth or not. 
A second counterfeit is health. 

Now again this is a great blessing and one that we pray for. 
But we must not think that our happiness is dependent on our health. 
Scripture tells us to look after our bodies because they are the temple of the Holy Spirit. But sometimes, despite the best possible care, our bodies break down. 
The most healthy person can discover that they have cancer. 
If our joy is predicated on our health then that tentative joy will disappear.

Some of God’s most joyful people are those who have been wracked by pain and suffering. 
Even the joyful Apostle Paul was plagued with a thorn in the flesh. 

A third diversion is friends. 
Now good friends are one of God’s greatest gifts. 
But if we imagine that if we just had more friends or a certain relationship we would be joyful, we are mistaken because sooner or later even the best of friends let us down. 
Think of the twelve friends that Jesus had. 
He lived with them for three years but one denied him, one sold him out and ten abandoned him. 
If Jesus had believed that joy was dependent on his friends then  Peter, Judas and the other disciples would have destroyed his joy. 
But Jesus even experienced joy as he endured the cross. 
He was in the will of God and that was the source of his joy.

Let’s now turn to THE DISCOVERY OF JOY

This is how to have joy.

We have seen that joy comes from God and is the birthright of every believer. 
Yet perhaps we say, “I am Christian but I don’t have joy.” 
So how do we discover lasting joy?
First, we can confess our sin. 

This is important because when sin comes into our life joy will go out. 
That is what happened to David after he committed adultery and murder.  He wrote, “My strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.” (Psalm 32:4)  
Sin had drained the joy from David’s soul like a humid Minnesota summer day drains the strength from our body.  
So David wisely confesses his sin and he asks the Lord, “Restore to me the joy of your salvation.” (Psalm 51:12)
When we sin we don’t lose our salvation but we do lose our joy.
We need to open the door of our soul and let the clean air of God’s grace blow through. 

Second, we can embrace who we are in Christ.
There are some people who are missing out on joy because they are not content with their life. 
They wished they looked different, or had another job or lived in another house. 
They look at others and wish they were like them. 
They have a spiritual illness called the “If onlies”.  
If that is our situation we need to hear God saying to us, “I love you. You are precious to me. I want you to have joy being the person I made you to be.”

A third way we can discover joy is to focus on God.

If God is the source of our joy it is important we see him clearly. It is hard to take notes if the PowerPoint projector is not focused properly. It is hard to know how to be joyful if the character of God is out of focus.
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George Mueller, that extraordinary Christian and lover of orphans, began every day by focusing on God.  He said “I saw more clearly than ever, that the first great and primary business to which I ought to attend every day was to have my soul happy in the Lord.”

In Psalm 16 we find David focusing on God. 
He said, “I have set the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices. . . you have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.” (Psalm 16:8, 9, 11)  The closer we come to God the more we experience the joys he has to offer.
It is helpful not only to focus on who God is but on what he is doing. There is a danger that we only see the process of our lives rather than the product. 
Let me explain what I mean.

Suppose we are going through a difficult time.

We have lost our job.  Money is tight.

We may have problems at home.

That is the process of life.

When we focus on that we get discouraged and lose our joy.

But instead let’s look at the product, and consider what God is teaching us through these circumstances.

We know his plans for us are good.

So what is he achieving?

What product is he producing?

Scripture tells us that God is transforming us from one degree of glory to another. He is equipping us for service. 
He is making us more Christ like.

One of the most helpful verses to meditate on in times of crisis is Romans 8:28 where Paul says, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him.” 
(Romans 8:28)  
That tells us that God is working to a plan in our life. 
A couple of years ago I was at the Wedgwood Factory in England. I watched a potter at work.
To my inexperienced eye it looked like he was making a mess and the object would be ruined. 
But gradually it began to take shape and became something of great beauty and value. 
When we begin to see what God is working towards in our life it will be a source of joy. 
So we focus on God for in his presence there is fullness of joy.
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Paganini was a great Italian violinist of the 19th century. 
He pushed the violin to new limits.

One night he was playing a concert and one of his strings broke. He continued playing and a second string broke. Then a third. 
Finally Paganini held up the violin and said, “One string and Paganini.” 
He then put it under his chin and played an exquisite melody. 
When he finished the entire audience broke  out in applause.
Regardless of the broken strings in our life it can become a beautiful instrument in the hands of God. 
As we focus on him he will play miracles of grace on our life.
Then lastly let’s look at THE DEMONSTRATION OF JOY

How to show joy
Joy is demonstrated as it is shared with others. Joy is multiplied as we pass on the good news of Jesus and his love. 

If we have lost our joy as Christians it may be because we have not been passing it on. We do this in our service and through our giving. 
A scholar called Bengal who wrote commentaries in Latin, which probably explains why they are not selling well today, said this in summarizing the book of Philippians, “Paul’s main point of the letter is that I rejoice so that you must rejoice.”

When you think of the circumstances in which Paul wrote Philippians it is incredible. 
Here is Paul chained to a Roman soldier for 24 hours a day, saying “I am rejoicing so you should too. 
Don’t worry about me, I am fine. Even if I die I don’t mind. 
That only means I shall be with Christ.”
Christian joy is never to be a selfish thing. 
Like many of God’s gift to us it is there to share. 
Throughout this letter Paul is concerned that these Philippians know the joy of Christ. 
In fact, the only thing that bothers him is the thought that they are worrying about him. 
Paul understood that as Christians we have been given a commission to share the joy of Christ.
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President Franklin Roosevelt had this motto in the Oval Office, “Let unconquerable gladness dwell.” 
That was an extraordinary goal when you consider what Roosevelt faced during his presidency. There was the Great Depression, the attack on Pearl Harbor and the Second World War.

But that is a good motto for every follower of Christ.

How can we not be glad when we remember that our sins have been forgiven, that God is our Father, that we have the assurance of eternal life, that Jesus has risen from the dead and is coming again in power and glory.
“Rejoice in the Lord always,” says Paul.

Let’s not forget this commandment but go forth to live as God’s joyful people.

