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9And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites 
who taught the people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the LORD your God; do 
not mourn or weep.”  For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law.  
10Then he said to them, “Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions 
of them to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this day is holy to our LORD; and do 
not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.”  11So the Levites stilled all the 
people, saying, “Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved.”  12And all the people 
went their way to eat and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, because 
they had understood the words that were declared to them.  
 
Hebrews 12:1-2 
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 
every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race 
that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for 
the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken 
his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
 
Acts 16: 16-40     
16One day, as we were going to the place of prayer, we met a slave-girl who had a spirit 
of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-telling.  17While 
she followed Paul and us, she would cry out, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, 
who proclaim to you a way of salvation.” 18She kept doing this for many days.  But Paul, 
very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, “I order you in the name of Jesus Christ 
to come out of her.” And it came out that very hour. 
19But when her owners saw that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul 
and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace before the authorities.  20When they 
had brought them before the magistrates, they said, “These men are disturbing our city; 
they are Jews 21and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt 
or observe.”  22The crowd joined in attacking them, and the magistrates had them 
stripped of their clothing and ordered them to be beaten with rods.  23After they had given 
them a severe flogging, they threw them into prison and ordered the jailer to keep them 
securely.  24Following these instructions, he put them in the innermost cell and fastened 
their feet in the stocks. 
25About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners 
were listening to them.  26Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that the 
foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and 
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everyone’s chains were unfastened.  27When the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors 
wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since he supposed that the 
prisoners had escaped.  28But Paul shouted in a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we 
are all here.”  29The jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down trembling before 
Paul and Silas.  30Then he brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be 
saved?”  31They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your 
household.”  32They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house.  
33At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his 
entire family were baptized without delay.  34He brought them up into the house and set 
food before them; and he and his entire household rejoiced that he had become a 
believer in God. 
35When morning came, the magistrates sent the police, saying, “Let those men go.”  36And 
the jailer reported the message to Paul, saying, “The magistrates sent word to let you go; 
therefore come out now and go in peace.”  37But Paul replied, “They have beaten us in 
public, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens, and have thrown us into prison; and 
now are they going to discharge us in secret?  Certainly not!  Let them come and take us 
out themselves.”  38The police reported these words to the magistrates, and they were 
afraid when they heard that they were Roman citizens; 39so they came and apologized to 
them.  And they took them out and asked them to leave the city.  40After leaving the prison 
they went to Lydia’s home; and when they had seen and encouraged the brothers and 
sisters there, they departed.     
 
PRAY 
 

Joy! What is it and where can we get more of it?  How is joy different from happiness? 
 
I am just guessing, but I think that most of us have been to “the happiest place on earth” 
- Disneyland!  That is how they market themselves.  And who does not like going to 
Disneyland?  There are no weeds in the flowerbeds, no trash on the sidewalk, no one is 
upset but Grumpy, one of the seven dwarfs.  Disneyland is a fun place.  The primary 
problem with “the happiest place on earth”?  No one lives there!  At the end of the day 
all 5,000 employees and 50,000 guests, give or take 100 - they all go home.  Back to reality.  
 
Life is not always “happy”.  So, what is the nature of happiness as compared with Joy? 
Happiness is circumstantial.  It is dependent on things and relationships external to us: 
our boss, our job and coworkers, our neighbors, spouse, family members, 
children/grandchildren.  It is dependent on whether our car engine starts when we turn 
the key, the balance in our checking account, and so on.  It is a positive feeling/emotion 
almost entirely generated by circumstances outside ourselves: The sun is shining, the 
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mountain is out, the offer on the new house was accepted, the promised raise comes 
through, the bill was less than expected, the medical test results are favorable.    
 
If you think about it, virtually all these kinds of things are beyond our control.  If they 
come to pass, great!  We are happy!  If they do not?  Uh oh.  What then?   
 
Today we are going to consider three passages that speak to us of biblical JOY. 
The first is in Nehemiah.  The context is that the people of Israel have been in captivity in 
Babylon for years, separated from their homes, and from the temple in Jerusalem, the 
center of their worship and all that informed their identity and gave meaning of their lives.  
When allowed to return, they find the entire city and the temple in ruins.  Nehemiah 
organizes the people into work parties.  Together they rebuild.  In the process, Ezra the 
prophet rediscovers the scrolls of the Law.  The people are assembled to listen to the Law 
being read aloud. 
 
Frederick Buechner has said: “Before the Good News is good news, it is first bad news.”  
When we hear and take God’s Word to heart, it reveals the truth of who we really are: 
sinners in need of God’s grace. 
 
As the people listen, they begin to grieve.  They grieve their past disobedience which led 
to their captivity.  They grieve over all that was lost as a result.  That is an appropriate 
response for their sin.  But then they are told, Enough.  Stop grieving. Go and enjoy a 
feast.  Celebrate, for “the joy of the Lord is your strength.”  V. 10 
Joy is found not in outward circumstances, but in a right relationship with God. 
 
In Acts, Paul and Silas are visiting Philippi on a mission trip.  Some folks are receptive to 
the message of the Good News, but there is a problem.  They are being stalked by a young 
slave girl who is demon possessed.  Interestingly, what she says about them is true, but 
Paul is bothered by the source of this publicity, so he casts out the demon and the girl is 
healed.  That is a good thing.  But her owners, who had been using her condition for 
financial gain, are upset.  They press false charges against Paul and Silas who are seized 
by the authorities, flogged, and incarcerated without due process (because they are 
Roman citizens). 
 
What happens next is instructive to us. Verse 25: “About midnight Paul and Silas were 
praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them.  So, here’s a 
pop quiz: 
Why were Paul and Silas singing in jail? 

A.  They had a captive audience. 
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B.  They did not have a shower to sing in. 
C.   They were “jail birds”. 
D.   The CDC said they could take off their masks! 
E.   All of the above. 
F.   None of the above. 

 
What do you think?   Personally, I like A - They had a captive audience.  But the correct 
answer is F, None of the above. 
So why were Paul and Silas singing in jail? 
 
If happiness is circumstantial, this would not be a happy situation.  So how can Paula and 
Silas be “praying and singing hymns to God”?  Because “the joy of the Lord is their 
strength”! (Neh 8:10) 
 
I do not know about you, but if I had been falsely accused, flogged (which is a beating that 
is intended to kill), and put in stocks, I am certain I would not be happy!  But joyful?  What 
is up with that? 
 
Joy is a fruit of the Holy Spirit.  It is not circumstantial.  It is not based on what is happening 
or who I am with, or where I find myself.  It is found in a personal relationship with the 
Living God.  Paul and Silas were not alone in that jail cell.  Their--and our--unseen 
companion, the Holy Spirit, was present with them, giving them comfort and JOY in the 
midst of very serious circumstances.    
 
Joy comes from knowing that we are God’s beloved. (I Thess.1:4, 2 Thess. 2:13) 
Joy comes from the assurance of knowing deep within, that nothing, NOTHING can 
separate us from the love of God…Romans 8:38-39 
Joy comes from the assurance that “the one who is in us is greater than the one who is in 
the world.” (I John 4:4)  
Joy comes from knowing that suffering is real, and really terrible, but it is temporary.  
Psalm 30:4-5, 11-12 
Sing praises to the LORD, O you his faithful ones, 
and give thanks to his holy name. 
5For his anger is but for a moment; 
his favor is for a lifetime. 
Weeping may linger for the night, 
but joy comes with the morning…. 
11You have turned my mourning into dancing; 
you have taken off my sackcloth 
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and clothed me with joy, 
12so that my soul may praise you and not be silent. 
O LORD my God, I will give thanks to you forever. 
This is why Paul and Silas could sing in jail! 
 
Paul himself would later write to the believers in Corinth:  
16Therefore we do not lose heart.  Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly 
we are being renewed day by day.  17For our light and momentary troubles are achieving 
for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  18So we fix our eyes not on what is 
seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is 
eternal.  2 Corinthians 4:16-18 
 
Perspective is everything!   
Paul and Silas understood that the suffering they were undergoing was only temporary.  
They were counting on the unseen reality - that God was with them, accomplishing an 
eternal purpose. 
 
Paul and Silas - despite their suffering, in spite of the injustice and mistreatment they 
endured - they could sing in jail because they were experiencing this JOY of the Lord, this 
fruit of the Spirit.  No matter our circumstances, we too can experience JOY, as the fruit 
of the Spirit, as well.  
 
Because of their faithfulness, they were able to share the Good News with their jailor, 
who in rather dramatic fashion, gave his life to Christ and was baptized along with his 
whole household!  This was another cause for rejoicing - not only for the jailor but for 
Paul and Silas as well.  The hope and joy they experienced during suffering was also a 
witness to all their fellow prisoners. 
 
Now we look to the example of Christ himself. In Hebrews 12:1-2 we read: “Therefore, 
since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every 
weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is 
set before us, 2looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy 
that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the 
right hand of the throne of God.” 
 
In Jesus we see the clear difference between happiness and joy.  No one who “endured 
the cross” and the degree of suffering that Jesus did, would be happy about it.  That is the 
definition of masochism.   
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Rather, Jesus experienced joy, knowing what his suffering would accomplish for all who 
would believe; Jesus’ suffering accomplishes the salvation of all who will believe, and it 
restores Jesus to his rightful place “at the right hand of the throne of God.” 
Jesus’ focus was not on the immediate suffering-which was real and horrendous.  His 
focus was on the unseen, eternal reality of his true calling, to live into God’s agape love, 
sacrificial as it was.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whosoever believes in him should not die but have eternal life.” (John 3:16) Keeping his 
focus on the result, brought Jesus’ joy even in the midst of the greatest suffering of all. 
 
So dear sisters and brothers: In this life of discipleship, we will experience trials and 
tribulations.  No one is exempt from suffering.  However, Christ promises the Holy Spirit 
of God will grow the fruit of JOY within us as we . . . 
 
* Remember that Joy is NOT circumstantial but is a result of a right relationship with 

God through Christ. 
* Joy comes from knowing that we are God’s beloved. (I Thess.1:4, 2 Thess. 2:13) 
* Joy comes from the assurance of knowing deep within, that nothing, NOTHING can 

separate us from the love of God…Romans 8:38-39 
* Joy comes from the assurance that “the one who is in us is greater than the one who 

is in the world.” (I John 4:4)  
* Joy comes from knowing that suffering is real, and really terrible, but it is temporary. 

The unseen reality is that God is in control and at work to accomplish God’s greater 
redemptive purpose. 

 
As we “grow” forward this week, may we experience this reality: “The Joy of the Lord is 
our strength!” 
 
PRAY 


