What If Jesus Hadn’t Made The Trip? (Joy)
Reconnect – December 16, 2007

Text: Luke 2:8-11, 28-34; 6:20-23
Key Thought: Jesus came to earth to bring people joy, not more misery, as God intervening directly – and the experience of joy comes only as we place Christ front and centre in our lives.  
8That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their flocks of sheep.  9Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance of the Lord’s glory surrounded them.  They were terribly frightened, 10but the angel reassured them. “Don’t be afraid!” he said.  “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone!  11The Saviour – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David!  









(Luke 2:8-11 NLT)
Series Intro: 
· [Slide] – “Holiday thoughts on Christmas, Festivus, and of course, the rest of us”
· A few hundred years after the birth of Jesus, Christians developed the ancient practice of “advent” to remember His coming – a time before Christmas comes when God’s people are encouraged to look forward to His coming, as if He hadn’t yet come, and remember what it must have been like before He came, even though we’ve never known a time when He hasn’t come
· And in that, there are four distinct themes, in the weeks before Christmas:
· Promise – Light – Joy - Hope 
· Fast-forward to our commercial-driven, idealized, romanticized and secularized holiday season – where everything is old hat – and I couldn’t help but think about “Festivus”, and how so many jokes are really funny because they have an element of truth or social commentary – and I realized that Advent and Festivus really can intersect and show us what God is pointing us to during this season
· Today is part three of this series: ”Joy” 
Intro: A Debbie Downer Christmas (Saturday Night Live)
· [play video clip]
· Debbie Downer was a recurring role on Saturday Night Live up until last year – interestingly enough, the first sketch she was ever in saw every other character lose it – fall out of character because they started laughing so hard
· People have figured that it might have been because the “wah-wah” sound hadn’t been used in practice, or that Rachel Dratch, who played her, flubbed a line
· Regardless, it’s funny for me because there are so many people out there who have a little bit of Debbie in them – who can only ever seem to see the negative side of a situation or a circumstance
· Debbie is funny, because the show moves on to another skit – but people like Debbie aren’t funny, they’re sad, because they try to get attention by being so negative, just like Debbie
· Put Debbie (always down) and Christmas (the most wonderful time of the year) together, and it is a clash of cultures
Christians: the Debbie Downers of the world? 
· So she’s just a skit, and we can move on

· Except there’s a problem: for many, we Christians seem to be the “Debbie Downers” of the world

· Remember this fake billboard from a few weeks ago?  “Whatever It Is, We’re Against It” – ouch!
· The stereotype, fair or unfair, is there – that our message to the world that doesn’t know God as real, mattering or caring, is “You make God very sad” – the nasty Santas of the world
· Unfortunately, that is so far from the message of Jesus, who only told religious people that they made God very sad – for everyone else His message was very different – one of love, peace, and opportunity for joyful reunion

· If the world was a Festivus celebration, would we be the father standing up and saying, “Now, it’s time for the Airing of Grievances.  And I gotta lotta problems with you people!!!”?
· Even the happiest Christmas carols seem to be the ones that aren’t religious – the happy time that people want to enjoy at Christmas, the one that our culture is desperate for, doesn’t seem to connect in a very straight line back to the birth of Jesus

Not Always That Way
· Which again is unfortunate, because when Jesus was born, there was all kinds of joy flying around

· It keeps breaking through, like a current that’s too powerful to stay in a power line – and we see the characters experiencing the “shocks” and even the aftershocks of this intense feeling 

· Babies are experiencing joy, Mary Jesus’ mother is joyful, there are angels who are joyful, and shepherds, even wise men are joyful

· Listen to what the Bible has to say about it – you may recognize this section from a couple of weeks ago, too:
Read Text: Luke 2:8-11 (NLT)
8That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their flocks of sheep.  9Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance of the Lord’s glory surrounded them.  They were terribly frightened, 10but the angel reassured them. “Don’t be afraid!” he said.  “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone!  11The Saviour – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David! 

How Have We Gotten So Far Off Track?
· “I  bring you good news of great joy for everyone” – Jesus is freshly arrived, and that’s the headline
· Somehow, we’ve come a long way from that, and it seems like we often have a tough time connecting the dots to get back there

· Q: For example, tell me: what do you think of this?  Just off the top of your head?
· I’ve gotta tell you – the first time I saw this picture, it was in the office of a pastor friend – at another church – and it threw me right off then, and it throws me right off now
· Someone tell me why?  I’m a pretty happy-go-lucky guy, I love laughing – so why is this jarring to me?
· Maybe it has something to do with the way I’ve been conditioned: not even so much about Jesus Himself, per se, but what it means to follow Him first and foremost as a Christian
· There are some assumptions that have stayed with me from early on, and I don’t even know where they came from:
· Assumption #1: Good Christians obey the Rules
· Assumption #2: Good Christians are Responsible
· Assumption #3: Good Christians are Respectable
· Assumption #4: Good Christians are Refined
· Assumption #5: Good Christians Refrain... from just about everything
· Looking at this list, am I ever glad we didn’t pick these five “R”’s for our values – yikes!
· Is it any wonder, if these assumptions are in the mix, that are view of people who are “holy” are those who are quiet, serious and pious?  Mr. Spock, not Captain Kirk.
· Passion?  No, that’s got to be worked out of the mix
· Laughter?  No, there’s not much to laugh about
· We don’t get invited to good parties, and we don’t know how to throw them – we’re better at funerals – and perhaps that’s because we follow a dead guy – um..., wait... I thought it turned out better
· If all these assumptions are true, and good Christians are like Jesus, well... is my reaction to the picture any wonder?
No Problem – We Can Fix That! (Happy Clappy Christian)
· There has been a move in recent years to fix that – in line with our ability to “get it done”, we’ve swung the pendulum the other way – to what I call, “The Happy Clappy Christian”
· The Good News of Positivity – where everything is good news and life is always good
· The current face of this is Joel Osteen – and speaking of face, his is on the latest people
· Not that I’m knocking him, per se (that’s my second per se) – he’s got some great hair – but I do have a bit of a grinchy problem with being [sing it] “upright, downright, inright, outright happy all the time”
· Unfailing positive about everything leads quickly to pervasively plastic for me – and fakeness reigns supreme
· Something bad happens?  No it didn’t
· Do you have some tough times?  No I don’t 
· Nothing’s wrong – nope, nothing – a Christian Wisteria Lane
· Of course, the insider knows that there’s all kinds of problems on Wisteria Lane – it’s all a charade
· I don’t see Jesus being unfailingly positive, either
· He had some bad days – some REALLY bad days – He bawled his eyes out, like a baby, more than once, he had times where he had to get away from his fans, he had times when he went toe to toe with some pretty nasty people – and then, of course, he was unjustly tried, convicted and executed in the most inhumane way possible
· Don’t get me wrong – I like being happy just as much as the next person and happy-go-lucky is my middle name, right after Norman
· However, I complain about “happy clappy people” – positivity is nice, but fakeness is toxic – and we are controlled by the expectations that we are to always be happy and positive – pshaw – that’s not REAL
Neither Extreme Is Satisfying

· I’m not satisfied with either end of the spectrum, because it doesn’t explain the person the Bible tells me about – the person I’m trying really hard to imitate, to get right, to follow closely and learn to be like in every area of life – Jesus
· And I think this is where the idea of joy can come into play – wonderful, incredible joy

What Is Joy?

· What is joy?  Dictionary.com says 

a. Intense and especially ecstatic or exultant happiness. 

b. The expression or manifestation of such feeling. 

2. A source or an object of pleasure or satisfaction: their only child, their pride and joy. 

· I find it interesting that it’s defined by the use of the word “happiness”, because I’ve always heard it differentiated from happiness when discussed by Christian leaders and teachers
· Biblically, joy gets talked about normally either on the heels of incredible sorrow – so it’s this incredible feeling or state that’s triggered by extreme reversals of fortune – or it gets talked about in the middle of incredible hardship – so it’s this incredible feeling or state that’s irrespective of external circumstances or pleasures

· We see elements of both in the biblical accounts of Jesus coming to earth – as a tiny human baby, frail and weak, vulnerable, to a world that’s hard and cold, in a society that’s fractured and oppressed, in a culture that is polarized and fragmented, to a people who have been trod on for centuries and have cried out to God night and day for His help, and seen no results

· Jesus comes to turn everything upside down: witness the testimony of Simeon, who is encountered by the new parents of Jesus on their trip to the temple to perform a religious ritual:
· He’s a man who is deeply in touch with God, and has been promised by God that He will not die until he gets to see the Promised One, the one who’s going to come and make everything right

· So when he sees Jesus, well, that’s joy:

“He took the child in his arms and praised God, saying, “Lord now I can die in peace!  As you promised me, I have seen the Saviour you have given to all people.  He is a light to reveal God to the nations, and he is the glory of your people Israel!” Joseph and Mary were amazed at what was being said about Jesus.  Then Simeon blessed them, and he said to Mary, “This child will be rejected by many in Israel, and it will be their undoing.  But he will be the greatest joy to many others.”  







(Luke 2:28-34 NLT)
· Jesus’ coming is going to be both about extreme reversal and extreme hardship, depending on who you are and where you’re currently at in the social pecking order

· (This is a song by the way – and interestingly enough, when you look at all the joy moments that are featured in the Bible, normally people are singing, shouting or weeping)

How Do You Get It?  AND, How Do You Keep It?  

· I’ve already said that joy is wonderful and incredible – and that it’s what we see at work in the life of Jesus, in His posture and character and actions

· But if the way it comes is in extreme conditions – reversal or hardship – well, do we WANT it?  Is there something else that might fit us and our busy lifestyles better?
· The replacement that quickly springs to mind would be what Christian writer C.S. Lewis used to call “pleasure” – today we could call it “diversions” – the stuff we fill our lives with in the hopes that making ourselves feel good at various instances will somehow start to last longer than a few moments

· “Joy is never in our power and pleasure often is... I sometime wonder whether all pleasures are not substitutes for joy” – C.S. Lewis

· There are any number of fantasy worlds that a person can immerse themselves in, if they’re not satisfied with their lot in life: everything from World of Warcraft to Webkinz to Civilization to the Golden Compass
· Unfortunately, it is fleeting – we try to manufacture our own jolts, our own power shocks to our system, and in so doing we tell ourselves that one day the shock will work, and we’ll wake up to a whole new life that is full of promise and fulfillment and good things
· I think about the Christmas when I was about 10 – my dad had blown the wad on a great present – an Atari – the classic model, two joysticks, one or two included games and that was about it (“Tank Attack” I think was included).
· I was ecstatic when I opened it up – all my friends had something like this by this point – Intellivision, Colecovision – all the biggies – and now I had an Atari
· One problem – my dad, being the non-technical guy he is, had forgotten to buy the splitter/attachment that would allow one to hook the thing up to the TV!
· In the days of there just being a coax input on a TV set, well, we didn’t have one – so no Atari until something opened, which would be two days
· I’d like to say I reacted well – but frankly, I screamed like a complete turd-child
· There was no joy that Christmas, even after Dad finally found the little gadget he needed – because it hadn’t been enough to bring me to life, just enough to give me a jolt
· Joy can’t be manufactured from stuff or even from circumstances – it has to come from a source that isn’t us, and that’s from God Himself
· Whether in hardship or reversal, joy is a signal from God that we’re on the right track, and that He’s in control, and that everything is going to be better than alright, sooner rather than later

· Big Idea:

Jesus came to earth to bring people joy, not more misery, as God intervening directly –     and the experience of joy comes only as we place Christ front and centre in our lives.
· If we want to experience joy – the mind-blowing intensity that is like adrenaline for the soul – then we have to be prepared to embrace reversals or hardships, by putting Jesus front and centre in our lives
· One more example: Jesus’ words to his disciples, a little further in Luke’s bio:
God blesses you who are poor, for the Kingdom of God is given to you.

God blesses those who are hungry now, for you will be satisfied.

God blesses you who weep now, for the time will come when you will laugh with joy.

God blesses you who are hated and excluded and mocked and cursed because you are identified with me, the Son of Man.  When that happens, rejoice!  Yes, leap for joy!  For a great reward awaits you in heaven,





           (Luke 6:20-23 NLT)

Conclusion:  Do You Even WANT It?
· Joy is an incredible thing – I feel it when I see my kids, no matter how tough being a good parent might be at that moment – I feel it when life is really hard, bursting in on me as I think, “This is amazing to even have these problems!”

· It sustains you when you have nothing else, it comes softly at times with a lot of warmth, and other times it shakes you and gets you out of bed

· But best of all, joy is an indicator that you have put Jesus in the proper place of your life, and you’re ready to make a huge difference for him

· Mother Teresa said, “Joy is a net of love by which you can catch souls” 
· There is nothing more attractive, nothing more unique, than joy, no matter how much we try to substitute for it – and as we will courageously live our life with Him front and centre, non-negotiable, the joy will come, and it will bring with it others who are hungry for the same

· Let’s have one more opportunity for joy this morning with a song...

· Song: Blessed Be Your Name (reprise)
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