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This morning we continue our sermons on the fruit of the Spirit. In Galatians 5, the Apostle 

Paul writes, 
 

The Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. (22-23) 
 

Today we look at the second item in this list: joy. 
  

Joy. Joy isn’t something that’s particularly easy to talk about. And that’s because joy is self-

explanatory — we know joy when we experience it. 
  

Talking about joy is like trying to explain why a joke is funny. Here’s one of my favorite 

jokes: 
 

“Knock, knock.”  (“Who's there?”) 

“Control freak — now you say, ‘Control freak who?’” 
 

Most of you get the joke. But some of you are sitting out there thinking, “I don't get it”, or 

“You know, I'm not really into ‘knock-knock’ jokes.” And it would be completely useless 

for me to try to explain to you why it’s a funny joke: 
 

“You see, it’s about control freaks, and it’s told by a control freak, so I tell you 

how to respond in the middle of the knock-knock joke.” 
 

“Yeah, but if you really were a control freak, it should go, ‘Knock, knock — now 

you say, “Who's there?”’” 
 

“OK, but that’s too soon in the joke, because I haven’t set up the fact that it’s a 

joke about control freaks yet.”   
 

Not very funny. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Talking about joy — I’m a little worried that talking about joy runs the risk of sucking all 

the joy right out of this room! But joy is a word that’s shot through the New Testament 

message about Jesus Christ: 
 

• A bunch of shepherds are minding their flocks and minding their own business 

when they’re startled by the appearance of an army of angels who announce the 

very heart of the Christian message: “I bring you good news that will bring great 

joy to all people. The Savior — yes, the Lord — has been born today in 

Bethlehem!” (Luke 2:10-11) 
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• Three women, having discovered that Jesus’ tomb was empty on Easter morning, 

“ran quickly from the tomb, because they were very frightened — but they were 

also filled with great joy.” (Matthew 28:8) 
 

• After the risen Jesus leaves his disciples for the final time, ascending to heaven, 

the disciples “worshiped him and then returned to Jerusalem, filled with great joy.” 

(Luke 24:52) 
 

• And, famously, Paul commands the Christians in Philippi: “Always be full of joy 

in the Lord. I say it again — rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4) 
 

But here’s the deal. All of us already know that joy runs throughout the Gospel. And all of 

us already know that the good news of Jesus Christ — the gift of his life, his sacrifice of the 

cross, the victory of his resurrection — is a story full of joy. And because we already know 

this, talking about it doesn’t evoke joy in us. It might warm our hearts; it might help us re-

center our faith — but it doesn't cause us to experience joy. If it did, all I’d have to do this 

morning would be to read: 
 

"All praise to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, in whose great mercy we have been 

born again, because God raised Jesus Christ from the dead … and you rejoice with a glorious, 

inexpressible joy” (1 Peter 1:3,8)  
 

and we would all be joyful, and we could go home. 
 

*   *   * 
  

So why doesn’t talking about Christian joy evoke joy in us? I think there are two basic 

reasons.   
 

First, Christian joy isn’t a surprise for us. Almost every Sunday we’ve been in church, we’ve 

heard about Jesus and joy: “There is no better news in the world than the good news of Jesus 

Christ — it’s a message that should fill you with joy. DO YOU GET IT!?!?” 
  

Yeah, we get it. But the truth is we hardly ever experience joy on command. Typically, 

we’re surprised by joy, joy overtakes us, joy sneaks up on us, joy hits us when we're not 

looking: 

• like the joy of holding your newborn baby; 

• like the joy of watching your four-year-old granddaughter carry on an imaginary 

dialogue with her dolls; 

• like the joy of turning around and catching a magnificent sunset; 

• like the joy when the St. Louis Cardinals are down by three runs going into the 

bottom of the ninth and pull out a walk-off victory. 
 

That’s how we experience joy — it catches us by surprise. It’s not the same if we say, “Hey, 

there'll be another sunset tomorrow. Let's watch it and feel the joy!” The good news of Jesus 

Christ doesn't automatically evoke joy in us because we've heard it so many times before. 
  

But another reason that the Gospel doesn’t evoke joy in us is more serious. And it’s this: 

Most of the joys we experience are “natural” joys, joys that are common to all people, joys 

that Christians and Jews and Muslims and atheists all experience. But, when Paul talks about 
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joy as one of the fruit of the Spirit, he’s not talking about a natural joy; he’s talking about a 

specific kind of joy.  And worst of all — worst of all — he’s talking about “religious joy”. 
  

“Religious joy”. It's right up there with “jumbo shrimp” and “military intelligence”. Most of 

us don’t know how to connect “religion” and “joy”.  It’s not that religion makes us feel bad.  

It’s that religion makes us feel other things: belonging, responsibility, tradition; it’s about 

doing good, about looking outside of ourselves. All these things are fine and good — but 

they aren’t joy. 
 

*   *   * 
 

Listen to God’s word from the Gospel of John, chapter 15: 
 

   “I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener.  He cuts off every branch of mine 

that doesn't produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce 

even more. You have already been pruned and purified by the message I have given you. Remain 

in me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is severed from the vine, 

and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me. 

   “Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, will 

produce much fruit.  For apart from me you can do nothing. Anyone who does not remain in me 

is thrown away like a useless branch and withers. Such branches are gathered into a pile to be 

burned. But if you remain in me and my words remain in you, you may ask for anything you 

want, and it will be granted! When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This 

brings great glory to my Father. 

   “I have loved you even as the Father has loved me. Remain in my love. When you obey my 

commandments, you remain in my love, just as I obey my Father's commandments and remain in 

his love. I have told you these things so that you will be filled with my joy. Yes, your joy will 

overflow!” 
  

These words come in the middle of a three-chapter-long farewell speech Jesus gives to his 

disciples. He has a lot to say to his friends on his last night with them and our passage 

captures three of the things he says to them. 
  

First, Jesus tells a mini-parable that he is like a grapevine, that believers are like the 

branches growing out of the vine, and God the Father is like a gardener who tends and 

prunes the branches — all to the end that we might be “fruitful”. Through this image, Jesus 

urges us to “remain in him” — to live in him, to draw our life and strength from Christ 

through a faith that is personal and alive — so that Christ’s life might be reproduced in us. If 

we don’t have this kind of relationship with Christ — if we aren’t personally joined to him, 

connected to him through a living faith — then we’ll become like dead branches that break 

off and die. 
  

Next, Jesus talks about love. He reminds his disciples how long and deeply and faithfully he 

has loved them. And he tells them, “remain in my love” — that is, cultivate an intimate, 

committed, centered relationship of love with Jesus Christ, here and now, every day. And 

Jesus elaborates that to “remain in his love” also means for us to live out this love concretely 

and specifically by obeying his commands, by living out his words, by following his 

instructions about how to find true life. 
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And then, to sum it all up, Jesus says, “Here’s the reason I’m telling you these things — to 

remain as united to me as a branch to a vine, to live in my love by living out my commands: 

I’m telling you these things so that my joy might live inside you. I’m telling you these things 

because if you do them, you will experience joy, the joy I live with every day. And if you 

experience this kind of joy, my joy, then your joy will be full, complete, fulfilled. I have told 

you these things so that you will be filled with my joy.  Yes, your joy will overflow!” 
 

 

*   *   * 
 

So, what would it mean to have Jesus’ joy as our own joy? To answer that, we need to figure 

out what Jesus’ joy is, what’s the joy that filled his life. 
  

Certainly, Jesus must have taken joy in performing healings, seeing the immediate 

effectiveness of his saving power to transform the lives of hurting people. I also think that 

since Jesus was fully human, he took joy in the same kind of natural things that bring us joy 

— babies, sunsets. But above all, the thing that caused Jesus joy was doing God's will.  Jesus 

says so himself: 
 

“My nourishment comes from doing the will of God and from finishing his work.” (John 4:34). 
 

Jesus’ joy was doing God’s will.   

• Jesus’ joy was living in God’s will for him and living out God’s will for him.   

• Jesus’ joy came from being completely focused on being God’s person in God’s 

way in God’s time.   
 

Because — and here we’re stretching the bounds of theology — when Jesus, as a human 

being, conformed himself in his thoughts and words and actions to the Father’s will, it was 

as close as he could get to the love and joy and unity that he had known eternally within the 

life of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
  

Now — if we’re honest — we’ll admit that we’re a little disappointed that this is the joy 

we’re talking about. This isn’t what we were hoping to hear. We would be happier if we 

could be told a surefire way to experience joy — some method, some spiritual discipline, 

some Christian habit, something that we could do to generate joy; a joy that comes 

predictably to gardeners when spring arrives, to skiers on the first day of snow, to children 

on the last day of school. 
  

But God has a better joy for us, a redemptive joy — Jesus wants his joy to be in us. And this 

joy comes to us when we live as close to Jesus as we can, when we remain in him as a 

branch remains in a vine, when we live in his love by living out his words. Because it’s 

when we listen to and receive and internalize and follow the words of Jesus that we come 

into contact with God’s perfect will for us, His plan for our life, a life that will make our joy 

complete. This joy is the fruit of the Spirit, the joy of Jesus Himself, inside of us, perfecting 

our joy. 
 

*   *   * 
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Friends, joy is one of the fruit of the Spirit, one of the natural outgrowths of living our lives 

connected deeply to Jesus, living in the power of the Spirit. So, remain united with the 

source of real joy so that you might know joy and grow in joy: “I have told you these things 

so that you will be filled with my joy. Yes, your joy will overflow!"  AMEN 
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