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For about six years we lived in Tyler, Texas. Our boys were two and four when we moved there and second and fourth grades when we left. Our house was not the favorite we’ve ever had but it held good memories. 

But the best memory wasn’t in the house. It was outside between the back door and the fort we built. It was the backyard swing. The previous owners had left a swing on the old oak tree that stood tall and strong in the middle of the yard. Ropes came down from at least twenty feet above, tied securely to a thick limb that reached out at a ninety degree angle like a steel beam of a building. They probably left the swing because they were too afraid to climb the tree to get the ropes down.

The boys loved the swing. At first we would push them only so high. But a couple of years into our stay there we started pushing them higher. They’d be as high as the roof of the house at points (before you get ready to report us to CPS let me make clear this was a one-story house), yelling and laughing with a mixture of fear and delight.

Sometimes I’d get a little nervous and think, “What if they lose their grip on the ropes?” and I’d slow them down and keep them lower to the ground. At which they would always say, “Again, Daddy, again!”

And so I’d push them as high as they would go again and again. They laughed and laughed until one day the rope broke and . . . just seeing if you are still with me.

Kris and Taylor were full of joy when I was pushing them on the swing. But I have to admit the same was not always true of me. I was working full-time, coaching their soccer teams, and working on a Master’s degree. There were many times I wanted to just get through our playtime and get on with more pressing things like writing a paper or finishing up some work. 

All the while I was very conscious of the fact that I did not have the joy they had. You probably know what I’m talking about:
· Your days are long and your nights are short. You’re weary.
· Your car is making a sound that cars are not supposed to make and your bank account is about to take another hit it’s not ready to take. 
· The people around you drain the life out of you and even though you’ve heard it takes more muscles to frown than to smile you figure at least a part of your body is getting a workout.

Maybe that’s why Jesus told us that to enter into his kingdom we must become like children (Matt. 18:3). Children possess a joy that adults often have lost along the way to grownupness.[footnoteRef:1]  But wouldn’t you like to regain it? [1:  “Grownupness” is a word I just made up. ] 


We can. Jesus said so. He said so even on his way to the cross. He was gathered in the Upper Room with his disciples and told them, “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full” (John 15:11). His desire for us is that we have joy and that it is full.

“Full” means more than just a little. Let’s say your joy is contained in a football. If I take the football and only put 12 ounces of pressure in it, apparently it is not full. Anywhere between 12.5 and 13.5 ounces of pressure is full.[footnoteRef:2] But not 12. So if your joy is like a football Jesus wants you to have at least 12.5 to 13.5 ounces of joy pressure. He wants you to have as much as you can possibly hold. [2:  I have to agree with Matthew Kory who wrote an article in Forbes entitled “Deflate-gate is the Dumbest Sports Controversy Ever” at http://www.forbes.com/sites/matthewkory/2015/01/26/deflate-gate-bill-belichick-patroits-sports-controversy-dumbest-ever-seriously-its-mindblowingly-stupid/ (But it makes for a decent illustration.)] 


That’s what the word means. Kind of. It (πληρόω) means “to fill to the full, to fill to the top, to fill to the brim.” Jesus wants you to have all the joy you can hold. Not an ounce less.

So why are we so joyless and deflated? There is sadness in our world. Even Jesus experienced it. Jesus was remembered as a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3). Grief can let the air out of your joy, can’t it? And so can rejection and ridicule, misrepresentation and misunderstandings, losses and lies. Jesus faced all these and yet he had full joy. 

Losing joy is the real deflate-gate. And we don’t have to look far to find the culprit. Francis de Sales wrote in his Introduction to a Devout and Holy Life: “The evil one is pleased with sadness and melancholy because he himself is sad and melancholy, and will be so for all eternity. Hence he desires that everyone should be like himself.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Francis de Sales, Introduction to a Devout and Holy Life (New York: Doubleday, 1989), 254.] 


One being wants to deflate you of joy. The other wants to fill you with joy. Remember Jesus said “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.” But to know more about the joy he is speaking of we have to know what “things” he has spoken to them. Listen to them: “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father's commandments and abide in his love” (John 15:9-10).

Jesus says there are three things that lead to us having the kind of joy he had.

We have to believe—in the sense of living as if it is a reality—that we have been loved by Jesus just as the Father loved him. The word for love he uses is “agape” love. Agape love is not a “have to” love. It is a “fond of” love. Just let that sink in for a moment. The Creator and Ruler of the Universe loves you because it is his nature to love you. He cannot not love you. And it isn’t like he has to just endure being around you. He is actually fond of you. You’d get to sit in his skybox at the Super Bowl if he cared anything about it.

Knowing we are loved by him makes a difference in our lives. It fills us with a settled joy. We can walk through our days not looking for things that will only make us happy for a moment. Instead we can have a deep-seated joy that no one can take away. Nothing can separate us from his love.

Now if you really believe that then you will abide in that love. “Abide” means to “tarry or sojourn.” That’s where you travel. You don’t leave it. You stay near to it. If you say you are going to travel in Europe for three months I’d be surprised to bump into you in downtown Houston during those three months. I might find you in Paris or Rome but not on Westheimer. When we spend our time in Jesus’ love we are inflated with the same kind of joy he has.

There’s no guessing how to abide in his love. He tells us. “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love…” Try it and test that statement out and see if you don’t have his joy. There is something about knowing you are keeping his commandments that gives you a joy that you can’t get anywhere else. Living in a right relationship with Jesus brings joy.

The enemy knows this. That’s why he makes sin enticing. We think if we fulfill sinful desires we will be happy. So we buy too much on credit and debt robs our joy. We look for love outside God’s design and we’re racked with guilt. We focus on self instead of serving others and we get bored. He wants us to do anything outside God’s design for us so that we will end up “sad and melancholy” like himself.

But God’s design for us is joy. It’s a command. Right after Jesus talks about keeping his commands he tells us he told us that so that—meaning the result of it is—that we would have joy. 

That may sound strange to you if you watch a lot of Christians. From the faces you see you suspect they think God is stern and angry and has commanded them to also be stern and angry. But God is a God of joy. It is the fruit of the Spirit in our lives. He came to the Hebrew people who we’re told have more words for joy and rejoicing in their language than any other.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  http://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/what-gave-jesus-joy-jeff-strite-sermon-on-happiness-166527.asp Kaufmann Kohler the Jewish Encyclopedia] 


The God of joy wants us to possess joy. If you want to regain joy it can be done.

People who want to pursue joy practice times of celebration. The Hebrew people did. They had festivals and feasts throughout the Old Testament. Nehemiah told his grieving people, “Go your way. Eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is holy to our Lord. And do not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength” (Neh. 8:10).

We’d expect a prophet to tell us to fast or eat wild locusts. Nehemiah says to “eat the fat” which referred to choice foods and to drink sweet wine and share that with others. Doing so helps us see the goodness in even some of the simplest gifts that God gives us. When we experience joy we experience the strength of God.

Feasting is one way to celebrate. We learned that lesson well in Italy. I had gone out with the Parma Panther football team to Don Alfonso Restaurant for pizza. The team sat down together at a long table. Next thing I knew there was every kind of pizza coming out for us. Other pasta dishes. Wine and lemincello. There was laughing and sharing and story-telling.

So Karen and I decided to get in on the Italian way. We took a cooking class outside of Rome. We learned how to make pasta so we could bring a little bit of Italy home with us. We now have “pasta nights” at our house. We turn up the Italian music. We get everyone involved in the rolling out of the pasta. It gets loud and we do what the Italians and our faith ancestors did: we share choice food and wine and celebrate. And we cultivate joy.

You know some people who are full of joy, don’t you? If you want to regain joy then get around joy-carriers. They will help you inflate on joy. There are plenty of others who are kill-joys and if you spend too much time around them you will become deflated.

My first couple of years of college I spent too much time studying and focusing on academics. Overall I wasn’t experiencing a lot of joy. So I decided to spend more time with a fun group of friends who were experiencing joy. The group sometimes referred to themselves as the “funsters.” I wanted to have more fun so I joined in.  We’d do kid-like things. For instance, have you ever taken a ride in an elevator standing on your head? Going up? It’s a guaranteed joy producer. The librarian even laughed…even though she tried to hold it in.

Find some people of joy and spend time with them.

And then learn how to think joy. Mostly joy comes from the way we perceive the world around us. The Biblical writers had a way of seeing the world through the lens of eternity and not just the few years we are here on earth. 

They could see heaven. And heaven only holds joy. We’re promised that “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Most of what robs us of joy doesn’t really matter that much. I remember a time I was traveling to Abilene and wanted to be there by a certain time. As I was going through a small town I suddenly found myself in a long line of cars going nowhere. I was pretty frustrated. I assumed it was road construction. 

I assumed wrong. When I did make it further down the road it became clear that there had been a massive wreck. Ambulances, police cars, and a helicopter were on the scene. My frustration was replaced by thankfulness that I had not been going through there just a few minutes earlier or I might have been in the collision too. And then I began praying for those that were involved.

Mostly joy comes when we take our eyes off ourselves and serve others. Jesus found his joy in serving. “…the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve…” (Mark 10:45). God designed us in a way that the more we get rid of self the more room he has to fill us with joy. Most likely if you are experiencing a lack of joy you are focused too much on yourself: your own problems, your own issues, your own future. Give that to God and find someone to serve.

We have to become like children to enter God’s kingdom. G.K. Chesterton explained it this way:

Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, “Do it again”; and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy pp.108-109 at https://books.google.com] 


Joy will be found in growing young again. You can start today. Just go to a playground, find a swing, and take off.
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