Fruit of the Spirit: The Joy of the Lord is Your Strength

Nehemiah 8:9-10 Philippians 4:4-7

This fall, we are reflecting on the Fruit of the Spirit, with an eye toward how
God is asking us to live in these strange and turbulent times. In Galatians 5:22-23
the apostle Paul tells us that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience,

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

This morning, we are looking at the second fruit on the list: joy. We just
heard the beloved passage from Philippians. Now let’s turn to our reading from

Nehemiah. I'll explain the context of this short passage in a moment.

Nehemiah 8:9-10

°And 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. °Then 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.”

This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God!

It may seem a bit incongruous to talk about joy right now, with everything

going on in our society and world—and we’re just two weeks out from the



midterm elections. These are challenging and anxious times, which require our
attention and engagement. Yet, when we study the topic of joy, and the practice
of rejoicing in the Bible and throughout history, we find joy as an important—we
could even say essential—practice of God’s people in any and every circumstance,

and not just when things are bright and rosy.

For example, it might help us to remember that when the documents of the
New Testament were written, they were written to Christians who were
experiencing the beginnings of intense and violent persecutions. So, when the
apostle Paul says in 1Thessalonians 5, “Be joyful always, pray continually, give
thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus,” and when
Paul writes his similar-sounding words to the Philippians, he was not writing to
people enjoying the comforts and ease of a stable and flourishing society, but to
people who were under threat of being unjustly accused of crimes, jailed and
publicly tortured for no reason except that Caesar was threatened by them

because they claimed Jesus Christ as Lord and did not bow down to him as Lord.

Now, before | fully dive into this second fruit of the Spirit, | want to say that
I’m not going to presume to tell anyone how they are supposed to feel; I’'m not

going to tell you don’t worry be happy; or, let’s all cheer up, everything will be



fine. 1 do have hope, and | see signs of positive changes being made for the
future—many of those hopeful changes being made under the radar and away
from the headlines, which is why we have to pay closer attention, and even
search for those hopeful stories. | think our society has been gaining traction on
needed conversations and actions. But it’'s a bumpy ride, and probably will be for
a while. And we’ll be riding a roller-coaster of emotions and thoughts, which is
understandable. So, we need to be realistic about where we are and what’s going
on, and honor our feelings about it, too, when we feel frustrated or overwhelmed

or whatever we may feel.

Yet it is possible, and even necessary, for us to practice rejoicing, and to
have and express joy, in the midst of whatever we are feeling at any given
moment. After all, joy is second on the list of the fruit of the Spirit, and it is one

of the most prevalent themes in the Bible, from beginning to end.

A pastor named Otis Moss lll, who pastors an African American church in
Chicago, reflects on joy’s availability even in difficult times. During a harrowing
period of time when he and his church received violent threats, because he and
his church dared to speak out against the mistreatment of immigrants and against

unjust laws and policies, Moss was awakened late one night to unexpected



sounds in his house. Fearing an intruder, Moss instead discovered his daughter

dancing in her bedroom.

He said, “Her movements were so jubilant, her spirit so free of worry or
fear that | couldn’t even be mad at my baby girl. She’s dancing. The darkness is all

around her as it’s all around me—but... she’s dancing.”

Instead of seeing his daughter Makayla as just another addition to the
night’s problems, he said, “I glimpsed her as a fellow traveler. Like her frightened
father, this six-year-old fellow traveler was awake in the night. Even so, there was
a difference. | was caught in a cycle of worry and anger. | was not just walking a
dark path; | had let the darkness inside me. Evil always seeks to obscure the light,
because once it has you living in darkness, that which should not be painful

becomes so.”

He continues: “What we forget, faith-wise, in our fear—what | was
forgetting that night in my daughter’s room—is that even in the darkest night,
when we see no light at all, the light is still there. The sun is still shining over earth
even when our side of earth rotates away from it. The stars still shine above us,
no matter how thick the clouds above our heads. What we need in the darkest

nights is to keep walking along the path until we can glimpse the stars again.



Makayla was just a child, but on this night, she had moved ahead of me on that
path. By dancing in the dark, by doing one of the things she most loved, she was

making her own light.”

Isn’t that a great line? “By dancing in the dark, she was making her own
light.” This image of Makayla dancing in the darkness in the middle of the night
has stuck with me since | first read this story earlier this year. And to me, thisis a
great image of joy—of what joy is, biblically. Joy is learning to dance in the
darkness. And | did a quick survey of the many places in Scripture where joy is
spoken of and, guess what?... It’s often spoke of in the context of struggle and

challenge and change.

For example, in the midst of a time of economic and agricultural ruin, the

people of God sing, and say this (through the O.T. prophet Habakkuk):

17 “Though the fig tree does not blossom
and no fruit is on the vines;

though the produce of the olive fails
and the fields yield no food;

though the flock is cut off from the fold

and there is no herd in the stalls,



B yet | will rejoice in the Lord;

I will exult in the God of my salvation.
19 God, the Lord, is my strength;

he makes my feet like the feet of a deer

and makes me tread upon the heights.”

What are the people doing? Dancing in the darkness. With feet like a deer,
no less! And, not only are they dancing, they are receiving strength from God in
their dancing. This sounds like Nehemiah telling the people, “The joy of the Lord

is your strength.” WEe’'ll get to that story in a moment.

Dancing in the darkness, aka, rejoicing, is in Paul’s admonition to “Rejoice in

III

the Lord always; again, | say rejoice!” from our reading in Philippians. Again,

writing to people experiencing loss, and persecution.

Isaiah blesses God’s people with these words, while they are in the middle
of a time of exile, away from their homeland: “You shall go out with joy, and be
led forth in peace; the mountains and hills will break forth before you, and there

will be shouts of joy.” That song is at the end of our service this morning!

Almost all of the great saints and pilgrims throughout history identified joy

as central to the Christian life. For example, Brother Lawrence, in his little book



Practicing the Presence of God said: “Joy is the surest sign of the presence of

God.” That’s a bold statement, but it holds true.

South African bishop Desmond Tutu co-authored a book titled The Book of
Joy in which he stares into the abyss of despair and difficulty in the world and
finds joy as the way out, and the way forward. Desmund Tutu was a man who

learned how to dance in the darkness.

What all of this tells us is: Joy is ours, because it’s a fruit of the Spirit... and
at the same time, joy is a choice. Like we talked about last week, the Holy Spirit’s
gift to us is to form the character of Christ in us; and at the same time, our part in
receiving that gift is to say yes to it; to consent to it. So, the joy that comes from
the Spirit is ours, but it’s also something to choose. Or maybe a better way to
look at it is: joy is in us through the giving of the Holy Spirit, so we simply need to

let it loose; let it off leash; let it lead us in a dance, even in darkness.

Therefore, because joy is something we have, and can choose to turn loose,
true Christian joy is not dependent upon our feelings or on our circumstances, but
on what God has said about us and what God has done for us, and what God has
given us. What God has said about us is that we are his children, we are fearfully

and wonderfully made, that God is on your side; you are loved, unconditionally.



And joy is based on what he has done for us in Jesus Christ through his life, death,
and resurrection. And joy is based on what he has given us, like unconditional

love, and all the blessings of life for which we give thanks. Again...

Joy is ours, and it’s a choice. We can learn to dance in the darkness.

I’d like to turn our attention for a moment to the Nehemiah passage, where
Nehemiah tells the people: “The joy of the Lord is your strength.” There is an
important story behind these words: the Israelites had just returned to Jerusalem
after their long exile in Babylon. The Babylonians had conquered them and the
majority of Israelites were exiled to a foreign land and held in captivity. Now, 70
years have passed and they are back in Jerusalem, which had been ransacked and
levelled to the ground by the Babylonians. The prophet Jeremiah describes this

destruction and laments it in, well, the book of Lamentations.

And upon their return to Jerusalem, their first act of restoration is to
rebuild the wall around Jerusalem so they will be protected from enemies, so they

can rebuild the city inside, which included rebuilding their temple.

While they are rebuilding the wall, they are recommitting themselves to

God, especially to following the Torah (their law), because they know it was their



or their ancestors’ complacency and self-satisfied religion that got them into that

mess in the first place. As they hear the words of the Torah they weep, openly.

And as they turn their efforts to the task of rebuilding, Nehemiah tells
them: the time for weeping is complete; it’s time now to let God’s joy strengthen

you for the task ahead, which is the task of rebuilding.

And it’s interesting: read through the rest of chapter 9 of Nehemiah, and
chapters 10 and 11, and you see the people doing three things, in this order:
first, they celebrate the feast of booths, or tabernacles. This commemorates the
wilderness wanderings after the Exodus, and how God provided for them in the

wilderness. It helped them remember who they were, where they had come

from, and how God had provided for them.

Then (second) they make confession openly and honestly and corporately,
in a national confession of sin, as a people. And they make their confession by
retelling their story: here is what we did. Lord, you were faithful, we were

unfaithful. You did this, but we did this. And they commit to changing their ways.

Then (third) they make a covenant, an agreement of faithfulness to God.

And once they do that, then God’s blessing begins to open up for them.



Btw, this sounds like something our country could use right now: open
lament and honest confession of bad religion which led to corporate wrongdoing
in our treatment of indigenous peoples, and black Americans, and Asian
Americans, and the vilifying of immigrant people today; and then agreeing to
change and committing to a new future. That would provide much-needed
healing for everyone. Most countries around the world, in Europe and Africa in
particular, have memorials and monuments to the atrocities that were committed
in their land. Those memorials are there as a way of saying, “This will never
happen here again.” The United States has never done that, except for civil rights
attorney Bryan Stephenson, who is creating memorials in the south that call our
attention to the slaughter of African Americans. We need more of that, for
everyone’s healing. Not new monuments to a president’s ego... who is actively

trying to wipe all of that history from our books, as if it never happened.

Anyway, this Nehemiah story is a remarkable story surrounding the
rebuilding of Jerusalem. But what was really being rebuilt was the people’s faith.
Their trust in God. That’s the true rebuilding project here: their faith. And it
began with the words: the joy of the Lord is your strength. After a needed time of
weeping and confession, he says, don’t let the present mess around you get you

down, and don’t let worries about the future get you down. Let’s get to



rebuilding! God is faithful, God will strengthen us, so... let’s get to it. We might
say that he is telling them that they can learn to dance in the darkness, as a way
of creating their own light—or, rather, of letting God’s light shine on them as they

rebuild.

And if we're in a time when we’re rebuilding our life, say, after loss or
tragedy or a failure of some kind; or if we’re rebuilding an organization, or a
community, and maybe even a country, this story is one of the most helpful
biblical stories: to help us remember who we are and where we came from; to
help us confess our part, openly and honestly: these are our problems; we own
them and we know that things need to change if we want to move forward; and
then to recommit ourselves to trusting in God’s faithfulness. And let God’s joy

carry us forward.

Let God fill us with joy today, and with hope for the future. As the song
we’re about to sing says: “Pardon for sin and a peace that endureth, God’s own
dear presence to cheer and to guide, strength for today (joy gives us that
strength!), and bright hope for tomorrow... Great is your faithfulness.” That song

is based on a passage in the book of Lamentations, by the way, right after the



destruction of Jerusalem. It’s a great example of dancing in the darkness,

rejoicing in God’s faithfulness in the midst of lament and suffering.

Because it’s the joy of the Lord that strengthens us, like it did the Israelites.
Joy that comes from the Holy Spirit, as a fruit of the Spirit. If the Israelites tried to
have happiness based solely on their circumstances, there wouldn’t be much to
celebrate. Their joy, rather, was based on what God was doing, right then and

there, and it strengthened and sustained them.

This is what Paul says in our Philippians text this morning: rejoice in the

Lord always, pray and give thanks, and it will sustain you with God’s peace.

Each of us needs to figure out what dancing in the darkness looks like for
us. In other words, what brings us joy, lets joy loose, or creates joy for ourselves
and others and creates the light that we, and others, need. It doesn’t mean

literally dancing, but we can dance inwardly! And with others.

What is it for you? If all else fails and we don’t know what to do to choose
joy, we can always make a gratitude list. We are, after all, heading into the
season of Thanksgiving. So, even if, on a hard day, we can only muster a couple of
things to put on the list, we are beginning to dance. Making a gratitude list

teaches us to see God at work in our lives, and it helps us to pay attention to the



goodness around us. And as a result we can sing with confidence the great song

that is next in our worship, Great is Thy Faithfulness.
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