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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
July 12, 2009
‘Tasting’ Like Children of God
Refueling Your Joy
This Week’s Essential

Joy: I have inner contentment and purpose in spite of my circumstance.
John 15:11 I have told you this so my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.
H
appiness and joy aren’t mutually exclusive, but neither are they one and the same. On one hand, if they were mutually exclusive the one would pre-clude the other. In other words, I would only exper-ience joy when I wasn’t happy and visa versa. But I don’t. Experience teaches me that, more often than not, the two keep company. In fact, I’m not sure I can tell the difference between happiness and joy – most of the time. Catch me on a day when I’m happy and ask me, “Are you joyful?” and I’ll answer, “Absolutely!”
O

n the other hand, if they were one and the same, the one would entail the other. In other words, I would only experience joy when I was happy and vise versa. But I don’t. Experience teaches me that, from time to time, the two part company. In fact, I’m sure I can tell the difference between happiness – some of the time. Catch me on a day when I’m unhappy and ask me the same question, “Are you joyful?” and I might just give you the same answer, “Absolutely!” So how can this be true for me and I think true for most people? How can we be unhappy and yet have joy at the same time? Because we have hope in God is the only answer I can give. Joy prevails over sorrow in the face of profound hope.
T

his week’s lesson is from the Psalms. Old Testament Psalms affect us differently than New Testament letters. Letters affect our minds; psalms affect our hearts. Think of it this way. Letters provide truth; psalms provide encounter. Letters tell us about God; psalms cause us to experience him. Take this week’s psalm for example. It has two stanzas. The first (vv.1-3) tells of the joy that filled the hearts of God’s people when they returned to Jerusalem from Babylon. They were ecstatic; their return was like a dream come true. What’s more, other people recognized that God had done great things for them. So two things resulted from their return, they were 
filled with joy, and their God was honored by other people. But reading the opening stanza does more than provide information about long ago and far, far away. It causes us to think about how God has blessed us in the past and as we do our hearts are filled with joy now just like theirs were then.
T

he second stanza (vv. 4-6) opens with a request. “Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like streams in the Negev.” But had He not already restored their fortunes? Had He not already brought them back to Zion? Yes He had, and because He had, the psalmist confidently prayed that He would continue to bless them even more. Just like the dry creeks in the desert filled suddenly to overflowing with water in the rainy season, he petitioned God to pour out showers of blessings on his people so that suddenly they might overflow with peace and prosperity. Again, reading the second stanza like reading the first does more than just provide information. It causes us to petition God for future blessings. We were overjoyed by his blessing in the past; we will be overjoyed by it in the future. Just as the joy of the harvest follows the hard work of planting, so also will our present tears be replaced by future laughter, our present weeping by songs of joy.

The Message of this Psalm
God, our source of past joy,

is our source of future joy too.

Consider what the following psalm says about the Essential Virtue of “Joy”.
         Read Psalm 126 from your own Bible.
Digging deeper into the meaning 
“captives” (v. 1)  In 584 B.C. Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem. After two years, the leaders and the temple were destroyed and a remnant of Judah was taken captive out of the land. Fifty years later the exiles began returning. In 538 the first wave returned; then in 458 and 444 more returned. The allusion in verse 1 suggests Ps 126 was written sometime after 538 B. C.  
“dream” (v. 1)  The people were so amazed at the wonderful help of Yahweh that it all seemed unbelievable, like a wild dream – pointing to the magnitude of the transition, from weakness and distress to joyful deliverance.

“restore” (v. 4)  The Psalmist may be asking the Lord to bring the rest of the exiles back to Zion, or he may be asking the Lord to bless fully those he has already brought back.
“like streams” (v. 4)  The psalmist may be picturing a sudden and complete change; in a short space of time the dry wadis could turn into whirling torrents. The psalmist may be picturing a new deliverance which would alter the situation; just as the dry river-beds become streams of water, so may God’s help transform the lot of the nation.
“sow, reap” (v. 5)  This metaphor anticipates God’s blessings when present sorrows would be overcome by future joy in answer to his prayer.
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. To what historical event does verse 1 refer?   
2. Explain the comparison, “like men who dreamed.”
3. Identify the two-fold effect of the captives return to Zion.
4. Describe your response to vv. 1-3. In other words, what effect does reading them have on you?
5. Explain the comparison, “like streams in the Negev.”
6. Put the point of vv. 5, 6 in your own words.
7. Describe your response to the psalm. In other words, what effect does reading it have on you?
8. Do you think it is possible to be happy and not have joy?   Explain.
9. What does this week’s passage (Ps 126) have to do with the Essential Virtue of Joy?

10. How would you respond to the following difficult situation in light of the Essential Virtue Joy and the message of this week’s passage?
Jerry is a Christian brother who has every reason to be happy. He’s healthy, has a wife who loves him, a young child who adores him, a comfortable home, and a good paying job. Which of these is most important to happiness is for you to decide. And yet if you asked Jerry, “Are you happy?” he would probably avoid giving you a direct answer. He might say, “Sure, as happy as anybody” or “Yes, but not as happy as I’d like to be.” Don’t bother asking him about joy; joy isn’t a word men often use. All of that to say; you’re not quite sure what’s up with Jerry. He strikes you as the most unhappy guy you’ve ever met, and it bothers you. What’s more in the back of your mind you can’t help but think it bothers Jerry too. If he weren’t a Christian you’d think he needed Jesus and would share the gospel with him. But you’re convinced he’s repented toward God with regards to his sin and placed his faith in Jesus Christ. What could Jerry’s problem be?
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