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“Winter, bah, humbug!” I know a lot of you feel the same way. Enough of the cold artic blasts. Why did the groundhog have to see his shadow and stick up with 6 more weeks of winter. Isn’t it time for spring yet? I’ve got good news for you. One of the first signs of spring happens later this week when the Detroit Tigers pitchers and catchers report for Spring Training. Knowing that spring training is starting may make you feel a little better. But even if you are a die-hard Tiger fan, I can’t guarantee that the Tigers won’t disappoint you this year. Sometimes our teams and our favorite players let us down. You may remember this from Casey at the Bat.
The sneer is gone from Casey's lip, his teeth are clenched in hate;
He pounds with cruel violence his bat upon the plate.
And now the pitcher holds the ball, and now he lets it go,
And now the air is shattered by the force of Casey's blow.
Oh, somewhere in this favored land the sun is shining bright;
The band is playing somewhere, and somewhere hearts are light,
And somewhere men are laughing, and somewhere children shout;
But there is no joy in Mudville - mighty Casey has struck out.
“There’s no joy in Mudville.” Why not? What is joy? How do we find it? How can we keep it? These are some of the questions we ask this morning as we continue looking at the virtues or characteristic of the Christian life. We began last week by looking at love. Jesus says that people will know we are his followers by our love, the kind of love that is unconditional, sacrificial and forgiving. 
Joy is the second mark of the Christian faith and the second fruit or product of God’s Spirit living in us. Christians should be joyful. But are we? Do we show it? Two weeks ago I attended a Pastor’s conference on the other side of the state. When it came time for us to receive the Lord’s Supper, one usher let us out of our pews and another stood up front to tell us which side we should move to receive communion. It has been a long time since I’ve seen two such sour faces in the same place at the same time. If they have the joy of the Lord in them, they forgot to notify their face about it. 
We need to remember that there is a difference between joy and happiness. They are not the same. I wasn’t happy this morning when I was walking across the frozen parking lot in subzero temperatures. Happiness comes and goes. It is dependent on circumstances. Happiness doesn’t help us through the tough times of life. We may be able to find moments of happiness during a tough stretch, but that happiness doesn’t last. 
Joy is a totally different thing. True and lasting joy is a gift from God. Joy comes when we are aware of God’s grace and favor, when we know the difference that God’s love and forgiveness make in our lives. Think about the difference between joy and happiness.
Happiness is a state of mind. Joy is a mind-set. We can be joyful regardless of circumstances.
Happiness comes and goes. The Joy we have in the Lord is constant.
Happiness is dependent on what is happening now. Joy is independent of circumstances.
The Apostle Paul learned the difference. Before he was known as Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles, he was Saul the persecutor of the Christians. I can’t imagine anyone trying to persecute someone else being happy, never the less joyful. But Saul’s live changed when Jesus encountered him on his way to Damascus to arrest more Christians. Saul’s eyes were opened to see Jesus as his Lord and Savior. Saul was commissioned to preach the Gospel to Gentile, non-Jewish world. This was not an easy task. Saul ran into a lot of opposition along the way. Listen to Paul’s description of what he went through as an Ambassador for Christ.
Five different times the Jewish leaders gave me thirty-nine lashes. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked. Once I spent a whole night and a day adrift at sea. I have traveled on many long journeys. I have faced danger from rivers and from robbers. I have faced danger from my own people, the Jews, as well as from the Gentiles. I have faced danger in the cities, in the deserts, and on the seas. And I have faced danger from men who claim to be believers but are not. (2 Corinthians 11:24-26 NLT)

How many of us would be happy in circumstance like that? I wouldn’t. But Paul didn’t lose his joy. Paul was arrested in Jerusalem for preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ. He wrote a letter to the Christians in Philippi, to the church he started there, that includes these words. “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4) Paul learned that the source of our joy is the Lord, that we can be joyful even when we are not happy. 

Jesus wants us to be filled with His joy. While Jesus was eating the Last Supper with His disciples He said to them, “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 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. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” (John 15:9-11) 

There are three things Jesus says in these words that lead to having the same kind of Joy he has. 
· First we need to believe and trust in God’s love for us. Joy comes from knowing that God loves us regardless of the circumstances of our lives. Nothing can ever separate us from God’s love. 
· The second is to remain in God’s love. That means staying connected to God, to walking with Him every day of our lives. Our joy begins to fade when our connection with God grows weak. 
· The third key to having the joy of the Lord is to keep God’s commands. We’re never happy when we are trying to hide something that we’ve done that is wrong. We live in fear that we are going to get caught. But we don’t have to hide anything from the Lord. He already knows what we have done and is ready to forgive us. He is also ready to help us change so that we do a better job of keeping his commands. 

During the course of my ministry I have talked with a number of people who are depressed. A depressed person is not a joyful person. Their depression or lack of joy may come from a variety of things. I certainly don’t have the cure for depression. But I do give people some advice on things that they can do to lift their spirits. 


The first is to practice celebrating. When I began playing Little League baseball, I was on the worst team in our league. We couldn’t hit, catch or throw. So we lost almost all of our games. But we celebrated when we finally won our first game. Today is a day of celebration. Every Sunday we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection. And that is the source of our joy. Maybe you remember these words from the hymn “I know that my redeemer lives.” One of the verses reads, “Oh what sweet joy this sentence give, I know that my redeemer lives.” Joy comes when we celebrate the Lord’s resurrection and when we celebrate the good things God gives us in life. Our joy is renewed when we praise the Lord and celebrate His love us.

Another thing we can do is to take our eyes off ourselves and serve others. I’m not saying to just look for someone who is going through a tougher time than you are. That doesn’t really make us feel better or give us joy. And I am not saying to just throw some money at a situation. God made us to love and serve one another. When we get our hands dirty, when we go out of our way to help someone in need, God lifts our spirits. The people who have followed this advice have found that their lives are better. The people who get hung up on their own problems and refuse to look for someone else to help don’t usually find their lives turning around. 

Habakkuk was one of God’s prophets to the people of Judah and Jerusalem. He lived during a very tough time when the Babylonians were on the move and threatened to defeat Judah and destroy the city of Jerusalem. Habakkuk questioned why God would let something like this happen. God listened to and answered Habakkuk’s question. At the conclusion of his short book Habakkuk wrote these words. 
“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.” (Habakkuk 3:17-18)
I think that says it all. Our joy is not based on the current circumstances in our lives. We don’t rejoice in circumstances, we rejoice in the Lord God our Savior. Amen. 


