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Our video reminded us of the joy of God’s people celebrating God’s faithfulness through the festivals—they brought their gifts and celebrated God’s presence, his deliverance and his provision in their lives. Today we come to the Lord’s Table and remember the faithfulness of God through the atoning death of Jesus. 

Last week we celebrated God’s faithfulness through the resurrection of Jesus. Easter Sunday we worshipped outside in the parking lot with 1800 people in two services. There’s something special about being outside: it’s a new experience for longtime members and visitors alike. And in that unlikely setting we experience God’s presence in worship in a new way. This is a great reminder of our key idea of joy. 

Key Idea: 
Despite (or even in the midst of) my circumstances, I feel inner contentment and understand my purpose in life.

Just to take an impromptu poll, how many of you would like inner contentment and purpose? Everyone? Anyone not want contentment and purpose? Good.

Our key verse comes from John 15, right in the middle of Jesus’ extended teaching section before his arrest. The night of the Passover meal, hours before his betrayal, Jesus is preparing them for life without him. John, more than any other gospel writer includes the teaching of Jesus in the upper room. The last words of Jesus with the disciples, the last teaching of what they would need to know about life and discipleship and ministry after Jesus is gone. In the face of fear circumstances they would be alone, persecuted and asked to carry on the ministry Jesus started with them?

In John 13, Jesus begins by wrapping a towel around his waste to wash the disciples’ feet and model servant leadership. He predicts Peter’s denial and Judas’ betrayal. In John 14, Jesus comforts the disciples with the Holy Spirit and the command to love one another. Then here in John 15 Jesus gives them and us a memorable image of joy with the vine and the branches.

Key Verse: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing…. 8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 9 As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love. (Key Verse) 11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” John 15:1–11

If Jesus tells them this so that they might have joy, what do we learn about joy from what he tells them about the vine and the branches?

Joy comes from 
1. Staying put  Remain in me, as I also remain in you. (v 4)

The word remain means to stay put. To remain, to sit with, to abide, to make your home, to plant yourself, and in this passage, it describes where the branch must stay--to the vine. 

Remaining doesn’t begin with us, it begins with God’s character. From the beginning God promises to be with his people. He will never leave them or forsake them. In his name, the Great I Am, Yahweh, he promises Moses to always be with him. This is what sets God apart from everything else. God remains. He stays. He is present.

Our first belief statement was God is the one true God. The second statement is our belief in a personal God: I believe God is involved in and cares about my daily life. He is present. He remains, he endures, he stays put with us. 

This promise is Jesus’ invitation to be with him because he promises to be with them. He is God. God promises to remain, to stay, to sit with his people, his presence will never leave them. 

You make known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand. Psalm 16:11

Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

God remains and his word remains. 
The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever. Isaiah 40:8 
The precepts of the Lord are right (they stand firm), giving joy to the heart. The commands of the Lord are radiant, giving light to the eyes. Psalm 19:8
So Jesus’ invitation to joy is to remain in the vine. If joy comes from God’s presence, then to remain in his presence means to be filled with joy.  
Our problem is we want to be like the artificial Christmas tree. Amy and I have an artificial tree because it’s easier to set up and clean up. It looks like it’s alive. But we just stick a branch into the trunk. We want to plug into the vine when we want, and we want to find life where we want. Sometimes it’s in God, sometimes it’s in success, sometimes it’s in addictions, and sometimes it’s in the accumulation of things. We get anxious and distracted and don’t stay put. We want to attach ourselves to those things that can never deliver on joy. 
But joy comes from staying put and experiencing life with God. Our joy is that he remains with us in the midst of life’s circumstances. To remain or stay put doesn’t mean we don’t go anywhere, but it means staying connected to the vine, no matter where we go. The disciples would be scattered by persecuted and sent for the sake of the mission, but they could always experience joy by staying connected to the vine. 
So, if God is always with us, and we are to remain in him, then joy comes from

2. Paying attention I am the vine; you are the branches. (v 5)

Joy comes from paying attention to how we are connected to the vine and growing fruit, and how he is pruning branches that don’t bear fruit. 

The apostle Paul lived this out. His letter to the Philippians is a study in joy. They are in partnership with him as he is in prison. They have supported him, prayed for him, grown with him from the first day he crossed the Aegean sea and landed in Macedonia, the Philippian church began surprisingly and were near to his heart. Many believe the whole point of the letter is to address the conflict between Euodia and Syntyche. But Paul uses this as a teaching moment to talk about joy. 

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! …I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do all this through him who gives me strength. Philippians 4:4, 11-13

Paying attention, not just to the circumstances, but where God is present, where God shows up, regardless of the circumstances. And sometimes the circumstances are empty, yet we can be filled with joy. 

Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to tread on the heights. Habbakuk 3:17-19

Joy is not determined by the circumstances of our lives, but the presence of God in those circumstances. How do I pay attention to what God is doing, to have eyes of faith to see God is present, God is at work, and God is making all things new? What fruit is growing in me in those circumstances?

Joy comes from paying attention to where we God is pruning, where fruit is growing, how we remain connected to the vine in the circumstances of life. 

Heidi, our junior high intern, told me a story about finding joy in a gas station. She has been praying everyday that God would get her out of her comfort zone to do something honoring to him. She was pumping gas and a homeless man asked for $5. She had five dollars and gave it to the man. He walked away and stood with other homeless men. Then she thought God was asking her to go to another man in the group and engage him in conversation. They talked about Jesus and his life and Heidi had this deep sense that she was doing what God was asking her to do. In the moment, pruning can take place in order to hear the inner promptings of God’s voice in her. 

It would be wrong to make a rule that God always asks us to give $5 and talk to strangers. What’s right is to pay attention to where God is present in the circumstances of our lives, seeing where he wants to grow his fruit in us. When we do, we experience what I call kingdom joy.

3. Experiencing kingdom joy I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. (v 11)

Kingdom joy is the recognition that in the midst of whatever circumstance of my life, God is present—abiding, remaining, enduring in the midst of it, that God is at work—he is the vine growing fruit in me and others, and he is making all things new—that is the salvation of our souls, renewing, restoring, reconciling all things to himself. And our purpose is to be a part of the saving work of God in other’s lives. 

Jesus says to the disciples, I have told you this that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete. Complete means “That you might be filled will joy.” To be filled up. God fills all things with himself. 

For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Christ. Colossians 1:19

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. Ephesians 3:14–17

We can be filled with joy, because we can be filled with the fullness of God. 

We can see the Kingdom of God when others can only see the circumstances. That’s why Peter can write to the early church experiencing persecution:  

Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, 9 for you are receiving the end result of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 1 Peter 1:9  

And Paul can marvel at the Philippians and the kingdom work God is doing in them and through them in the midst of a dark world. In the midst of his own dark pain of imprisonment and certain death he rejoiced and invited them to rejoice as well.

Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky as you hold firmly to the word of life. And then I will be able to boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor in vain.  But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. So you too should be glad and rejoice with me. Philippians 2:15–18  

It’s important that we tell our own stories of experiencing kingdom joy to help each other experience God in unlikely circumstances. 

Three stories: None of these circumstances in themselves point to joy. Joy, unlike happiness, is not dependent on circumstances. 

1. Mexico. Last Wednesday my wife, Amy, and I drove across the border to Mexico. We surprise my childhood friend Tim and his wife Cara, who were leading a group from their church to build ten houses with Amor Ministries. Tim and I worked at a church together while we were in seminary, and both began taking groups across the border. For the last 25 years we have led thousands of people to build hundreds of houses in the developing communities of Tijuana. 

It just takes driving across the border for me to begin to smile with joy. It’s the joy of being surprised that God has shown up in the most unlikely places. There is nothing about the dirt roads or the poverty that point to joy, but over the years we have seen lives changed--students and adult leaders, children, families and senior adults, Mexican pastors and homeowners. I’m glad we’ll go across the border again this Memorial Day weekend and build another 15 homes and experience a very special joy that comes from being apart of what God is doing to bring his salvation to the broken places of our world. 

2. Hospital. One of the most unlikely places to find joy is the hospital. It’s been a pleasure to walk with two women in our church for the last two months; Carolyn and Valerie have both seen their husbands in the hospital unconscious with two very different, but dire conditions. God is showing up through his word, through his undeniable presence, through his people. Their joy is contagious and surprising. We discovered that God is here as well. 

3. Steve Hayner, president of Columbia Seminary, former president of Intervarsity Christian Fellowship, pastor and old testament scholar was diagnosed at Easter last year and died last month from pancreatic cancer. Mark Labberton, president of Fuller Seminary and one of Steve’s closest friend, interviewed Steve last October for Christianity Today in an article called “Following Jesus through cancer: A final conversation with Steve Hayner.” I’d like to read you an excerpt from the interview and what we learn from Steve about joy.

Mark: Another theme that has stood out in your writing is this deep sense of joy that’s deeper than the negative circumstances, the disease and endless treatments and agonies of that.

Steve: That’s just it. When we talk about calling, every day is full of whatever it’s full of. I’ve been called to be president of a seminary, and over the last years I’ve done that as faithfully as I knew how to. I’m called as a father and as a grandfather and as a spouse, and my responsibility is to do all of that as faithfully as I can. Now, parts of this have been stripped away. Suddenly I no longer am able to work. The seminary has been fantastic to me in this process. Students and faculty have gathered around and prayed. Nevertheless, I’ve had to step out of the role of president because I can’t do the job. So my life as an activity-oriented person with lots of energy, with great health, with lots of ideas and vision—all of that has had to change. It’s the making of a new life and a new calling. But the calling is always to a life of joy. It’s always a calling to live into the dynamic overflowing life, which is God’s love for us and the joy that we know in Christ. I’m only five months into this, and it’s been a radical remodeling of my life with a new set of life experiences. But that’s the call these days. To let God continue to change me there. I’ve always said all the circumstances of my life are planned by the sovereign God to help me become what God wants me to be—fully me. Now it’s a different set of circumstances, but it’s the same me needing to be formed.

Mark: You recently received the news that the growth of the tumors has dramatically slowed, and that the cancer markers are far less than they were. Meanwhile, you’ve written about anticipating eternity. Can you reflect on your vision of eternal life, and what this slowdown might mean as you prepare for that?

Steve: To have a relationship with God in Christ is eternal life. One day we will be more with God than we are now. We call that heaven. But it’s no less a part of eternal life than the eternal life I’m living now. We have gotten good news, which is that the cancer is being managed. I probably have months rather than just weeks. What it means is that, again, I have to rethink my expectations, realizing I have all kinds of expectations about how things are going to go. Now that set of expectations, too, needs to be modified according to the new circumstances. We are all living into eternal life. Every day in the middle of our circumstances, we have the opportunity and the challenge to figure out what our calling that day is in relationship to the circumstances. In some ways I have to be swifter on my feet now. I have to be more flexible. I need to look at my life in shorter pieces. Most of the time these days. I can’t look at it in pieces much more than a day long. The question is not, What are my plans? The question is, How am I going to be faithful whatever the circumstances?

This is a powerful witness of joy coming in unexpected places in our lives because God is present. Paul promises us that if we are in Christ, nothing can separate us from his love. Nothing. What is the circumstance of your life where you need to stay put, pay attention to God’s presence and experience Kingdom joy? 
