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No one has to tell us – we have a deficit problem.  Our national debt is now over $15 trillion.  Reducing the deficit has been the subject of seemingly endless debate in our nation’s capital, but despite all the talk the national debt just keeps growing.  In this, an election year, we can be sure we’ll hear this message over and over, from both parties and from all the candidates – somehow, we have to reduce our deficit.

And the truth is, it’s not just our country that is running a deficit – we all are.  No, I’m not talking about our personal finances, although some of us are dealing with that kind of a deficit as well; I’m talking, instead, about our hearts and our lives.  When it comes to what matters most in life, we’re running a deficit – a deficit of joy, of hope, of grace, of power and of peace.

But Jesus promised us something different, something better; Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life and have it to the full.” (John 10:10) Jesus said that if we follow him fully, he will fill our lives with everything we need to live life to the full.  Jesus offers us a life that is joyful, hopeful, graceful, powerful and peaceful.  So our goal this month is to discover together how to do what our politicians are struggling to do, to reduce our deficit and to learn how to live life to the full.  

And we’re going to start our series and the new year by taking action to reduce our joy deficit.  A joy deficit is pretty natural this time of year for many of us.  In some ways we’ve been on a bit of a “joy high,” what with all the holiday events and the break most of us have been able to take from school and from work.  But that’s pretty much over now.  Tomorrow is Monday, and tomorrow we go back to work – another week, another month, another year of responsibility and stress and drudgery.  A week or two ago the joy meter was pretty high; tomorrow morning it’s quite likely to be in deficit mode.
So how do we reduce the deficit?  Let me come at it this way, by sharing with you my favorite C.S. Lewis quote: “Joy is the serious business of heaven.”  For many people that’s probably a new thought.   The first word many of us would use to describe God would not be joyful.  Santa Claus we think of us joyful – he’s “jolly old St. Nick,” after all – but the word “God” brings some different descriptions to mind.  We think of God as powerful, holy, just and wise.  We would describe him as eternal, omniscient, omnipresent and mighty.  But “joyful” isn’t one of those words that leaps to mind when we’re asked to describe God.  To be perfectly honest, most of us picture God as having a little bit of an edge to him.  He loves us, certainly, but he’s also a bit preoccupied with all the serious matters of the universe, and sometimes those serious matters just have to make him a little bit grumpy, we presume.

And yet the Bible assures us that our God is a joyful God, that our God is the happiest being in the entire universe, and that it is his desire that our lives be full of joy as well.  Listen to this verse from the little-read Old Testament book of Zephaniah: “The Lord your God is with you; he is mighty to save.  He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.” (Zephaniah 3:17)  Our God is a joyful God, a God who delights over us and rejoices over us and sings over us.  Here’s another image from the Old Testament book of Isaiah: “As a young man marries a maiden, so will your sons marry you; as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.” (Isaiah 62:5) 
Just for fun I pulled out my computerized concordance to see how many times “joy” is mentioned in the Bible.  The word “joy” is used 218 times in the Bible; the word “joyful” is used another 16 times and the command to “rejoice” is used 133 times.  It is a common theme from the first book of the Bible to the last – our God is a God of joy, and his desire for us is that we share in that joy.

The Apostle Paul had a lot to say about joy.  In a way it’s odd that the word “joy” would even be part of Paul’s vocabulary, because his life was a life of danger and hardship.  Yet in Philippians Paul writes this: “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4)  Paul was in prison, by the way, when he wrote those words, under arrest because he had been unfairly accused by his enemies of violating certain Jewish laws.  But notice what he says.  It’s not, “Rejoice in the Lord occasionally,” nor “Rejoice in the Lord when the stock market is up.”  It’s “Rejoice in the Lord always.”  A few books later in the New Testament Paul repeats the point when he says, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18)  

This morning I want to be as practical as I can about this.  I’m not going to try to be a cheerleader and pump you up to get out there and be joyful whether you feel like it or not.  I’m going to try to give you some ideas from the Bible about how we can be sincerely full of joy no matter what our circumstances, no matter what our health, no matter how little sleep we may have gotten the night before.  And let me start with this thought – God never asks us to do something he doesn’t also give us the power to do.  When God commands us to do something, he gives us the resources we need to do it.  So you need to know this.  No matter what your personality type may be, you have been equipped by God to be joyful.  You were born to smile and you were born to laugh.    

A little girl was attending a wedding for the first time in her life.  Filled with curiosity, she whispered to her mom, “Why is the bride dressed in white?”  Her mom replied, “Because white is the color of happiness, and today is the happiest day of her life.”  The little girl contemplated this for a moment, and then she had another question: “Then why is the groom dressed in black?”

Two young boys were walking home from church one day after the pastor gave a message about the devil.  One asked the other, “So what do you think about this Satan stuff?”  His friend replied, “Well, you know how Santa Claus turned out.  It’s probably just your dad.” 

In Sunday School the teacher taught her students the creation account from Genesis, including how God created Eve by taking a rib out of Adam’s side.  A week or so later Johnny was lying on the couch groaning and holding his stomach.  “Sweetheart, what’s the matter?  Did something you ate make you sick?”  Johnny replied, “Mom, my side hurts.  I think I’m going to have a wife.”

 God made us to laugh, and he did more than give us a funny bone.  He also gave us the Holy Spirit.  Do you remember what the fruit of the Spirit are?  In Galatians Paul writes, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23)  God doesn’t just tell us to be joyful; he gives us the Holy Spirit to enable us to be joyful.  The Gospel of Luke tells us that Jesus was “full of joy through the Holy Spirit,” (Luke 10:21), while Hebrews 1:9 tells us that the Father anointed Jesus with the oil of joy.  And just as Jesus was empowered by the Spirit to be joyful, so we who follow Jesus are empowered to be joyful.  God doesn’t just command us to be joyful; God equips us to be joyful.

Parties
So let me give you four practical ideas on how to reduce your joy deficit.  The first idea is parties.  Actually you should know that this isn’t my idea; this is God’s idea.  God commands us to have parties.  

It’s probably been a while since you’ve read through the Old Testament books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy.  There’s a lot in those books that doesn’t strike us as very interesting.  But one thing you will likely notice when you do read those books is that God is very big on parties.  The Bible doesn’t call them parties – it uses the word “feasts” – but that’s really what they are.  For example, listen to the description of what is called the Feast of Tabernacles:  “Celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles for seven days after you have gathered the produce of your threshing floor and your winepress.  Be joyful at your Feast – you, yours sons and daughters, your menservants and maidservants … For seven days celebrate the Feast to the Lord your God at the place the Lord your God will choose.  For the Lord your God will bless you in all your harvest and in all the work of your hands, and your joy will be complete.” (Deuteronomy 16:13-15)  Notice how long this party lasts – seven days.  Have you ever been to a seven-day party?  I think a seven-hour party would be a bit of a stretch for me, and yet God commands his people to celebrate and to party for seven full days.  

Two chapters earlier in the same book God commands his people to set aside a tenth of their annual income.  That sounds familiar to some of us – God commands us, doesn’t he, to give a tenth of our income to him?  But notice what God says he wants his people to do with this money: “Be sure to set aside a tenth of all that your fields produce each year.  Eat the tithe of your grain, new wine and oil, and the firstborn of your herds and flocks in the presence of the Lord your God … Use the silver to buy whatever you like: cattle, sheep, wine or other fermented drink, or anything you wish.  Then you and your household shall eat there in the presence of the Lord your God and rejoice.” (Deuteronomy 14:22-26)   The message is unmistakable – God thinks it’s important for us to set aside a certain percentage of our resources and to take time to celebrate.  For our own good God commands us to party, to party as a way of giving thanks to God for his goodness and his love.  

My family will tell you that I can be cheap.  For example, I think we could save some money if we cut down on how much toilet paper we use – two squares ought to be enough, if you ask me.  I’ve even been known to re-use greeting cards.  But over the years I’ve learned the importance of celebrating.  When someone in our family has a birthday or a graduation or reaches some goal, we make sure we do something special to celebrate, and I try my best not to worry about how much it costs.  In the first few years of being parents we didn’t take family vacations, in large part because it was too expensive.  But since then I’ve tried to make sure we do something special as a family that will bring us joy, something we do just for fun.

I’m still not great at parties, but I’m learning.  After all, God says parties are important, that it is healthy for us to celebrate and take joy in God and in his creation.  So one way you might want to reduce the joy deficit in your life is to plan and throw a party.  In fact, don’t wait for a “good reason” to have a party; just have one, and have it to the glory and honor of our God, the happiest person in the universe.   

Promises
So the first way to reduce your joy deficit is to have a party.  The second way to reduce the deficit is to claim God’s promises.  Listen to what the Psalmist writes in Psalm 119, the longest chapter in the Bible: “I rejoice in your promise like one who finds great spoil.”  (Psalm 119:162)   The Bible is a book of promises, promises made to us by a God who we can trust to keep his promises.  Psalm 145:13 says, “The Lord is faithful to all his promises and loving toward all he has made.”  When God makes us a promise, we can have every confidence he will keep it.  And that should bring us joy.

 Can you think of any promises people have made to you that brought you joy?  When your dad promised to take you to a Sharks game for your birthday and promised to take you into the locker room to meet some of the Sharks in person, that promise brought you joy.  When your boss promised that at this time next year he would make you a partner in your company, something you had worked towards for years, that promise brought you joy.  When the woman of your dreams looked you in the eye and promised in front of a church full of people to love you and cherish you until the day you died, that promise brought you joy.

The Bible is filled with God’s promises to us; let’s just take a peek at a few.  In Isaiah 43 God makes this promise to his people:

Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you.  When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.  For I am the Lord, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. (Isaiah 43:1-3)   

God does not promise that life will be easy.  But he does promise to be there with us through thick and thin, to be by our side and to care for us and to protect us.  There will be floods and there will be flames, but God will see us through them all.  Listen to a similar promise penned by Moses and preserved for us as Psalm 90:

I will say of the Lord, “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”  Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare and from the deadly pestilence.  He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart … If you make the Most High your dwelling – even the Lord, who is my refuge – then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent.  For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.  (Psalm 90:2-11)
Farmers tell us that when a fire sweeps through a barn, the mother hen will gather her chicks under her wings.  After the fire is put out, the farmer will go check on his livestock to see what survived and what didn’t.  He will see that the mother hen didn’t survive; the fire turned her to toast.  But when the farmer gives the corpse of the mother hen a gentle kick, scurrying out from under her dead body will be her chicks, who found refuge under her wings.  That’s the promise God makes to us in Isaiah and in the Psalms – “I will protect you.  When the fire comes, I will cover you with my wings and rescue you from harm.  I will care for you no matter the cost.”

One of the things that causes me a joy deficit is anxiety.  I sometime get a little anxious about my health.  I get anxious about money – how will I pay the bills, how will we pay for college, how will we afford to retire?  I get anxious about my Mom’s future, my brother’s future, my kids’ future, our future.  Anxiety and worry are not conducive to joy; anxiety and worry put me into a joy deficit.  So how do I reduce that deficit?  By remembering God’s promises.  God has promised to care for me.  He has promised to protect me and to provide for me and to guide me.  If you want to reduce your joy deficit, immerse yourself in God’s promises.  

Perspective
Here’s a third way to reduce your joy deficit – get perspective.  First, have a party, second, claim God’s promises, and third, get perspective.  

I tried snorkeling for the first time in my life a few summers ago when our family was in Hawaii.  We took a boat ride from the shores of Maui out to a small reef called Molokini.  The trip out was a bit rough.  Within five minutes there were people all over the boat who were losing their breakfasts and in obvious misery from the choppiness of the sea.  And as I looked out across the ocean I was thinking to myself that there really wasn’t much to see out here, other than an endless stretch of water and white caps.  I was still underwhelmed when the boat came to a stop at Molokini.  This, we were told, was where we would snorkel.  What’s the big deal, I thought.  All I see is a bunch of water.  But our family was on an adventure, so we donned our masks and our flippers and eased into the still somewhat choppy ocean water for our first snorkeling experience.  And if you’ve ever been snorkeling, you know what happened.  Once I put on the mask and put my face into the water, I got a whole new perspective.  I didn’t just see choppy water that had been making me nauseous.  I saw fish like I’d never seen them before, in a variety of colors, shapes and sizes.  My three kids saw a shark.  We saw turtles.  We saw the coral reef.  It was like stepping into the movie “Finding Nemo.”  

One of the things we need to do when joy seems to be nothing but a memory is to get perspective, to look past the choppy waters and to see the beauty of a world we didn’t know was there.  Listen to something Jesus told his disciples: “Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil because of the Son of Man.  Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven.” (Luke 6:22-23)   Leap for joy because men hate me and exclude me and insult me and reject me?  Is Jesus crazy?  How can he say that?  But you see his point.  Don’t just look at the rough waters, Jesus says.  Sure that’s unpleasant when men hate you and exclude you and insult you.  No one enjoys that.  But put on your mask and look under the water.  Get a different perspective.  The rough waters only last for a short time, but in the end God will reward you for remaining faithful through the tough times.  Take the long view, Jesus says.  In the short term things are hard, but in the long term all will be well.    

By the way, Jesus practiced what he preached.  If you’ve seen “The Passion of the Christ,” or if you’ve read the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion, you know the pain Jesus was put through.  So how did he endure it?  Hebrews 12 tells us how: “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame …” (Hebrews 12:2) Jesus wasn’t a masochist.  He took no joy in being scourged and beaten and spit on and crucified.  But he was able to endure it because of the joy that was ahead of him.  Jesus endured by getting perspective, by looking beyond the rough waters to see the beauty of what his Father was accomplishing by his death.

Here’s one more passage that teaches us that joy is a matter of perspective:  “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.” (James 1:2-4)  Again, God’s not asking us to be masochists.  He doesn’t command us to take joy in pain and trials and hardship.  But he does tell us to get perspective, to put on the mask and look under the rough waters to see what God is accomplishing in our lives through the pain, to see how God is making something beautiful of our lives by means of our suffering.  If we want to reduce our joy deficit, we need to get perspective.

People
Here’s my last suggestion – if we want to reduce our joy deficit, we need to have a party, claim God’s promises, get perspective, and fourth, cherish people.  Listen to what Paul writes in one of his letters: “For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes?  Is it not you?  Indeed, you are our glory and joy.” (1 Thessalonians 2:19-20)  The people I know who are the most consistently joyful are the ones who truly cherish people.  The last time I was in India I met lots of people who had every reason in the world to complain.  I met some Indian women whose husbands had thrown them out of the house when they became followers of Jesus.  I met kids who had nothing to play with except dirt and rocks – no video games to play, no TVs to watch, not even a soccer ball to kick around.  I met student missionaries who had no books to study, who slept in a crowded room without any air conditioning and without any heat.  But I never heard any complaining and I never saw any tears.  What I did see was a great deal of laughing and smiling and hugging.  I heard loud and joyful music.  I saw people who loved God and who loved people with great passion.

It is quite true that people can break our hearts.  People can let us down.  But my experience is that if I want to reduce my joy deficit, the best thing I can do is to cherish every encounter I have with another human being.  A while ago I was feeling fairly sick, and often when I feel sick I withdraw.  I went out to get pizza – it was my night to cook, after all – and went into our local pizza place to retrieve our order.  Normally when I feel like I was feeling that night I would just pay for the pizza and go home as quickly as possible.  But that night, for whatever reason, God gave me the grace to look past how I was feeling and to take a few minutes to talk to the woman who made our pizza.  I asked how her day was, and how business was, and how her family was.  We spent a few minutes making a little bit of a connection with each other, long enough, actually, for the pizza to get a little cold.  On my way out she stopped me, looked me in the eyes and said, “Thanks for asking about my day.”  And as I got back into my car I realized that I was smiling.  Physically I still didn’t feel great, but I was smiling.

The Apostle Paul had a very hard life.  He had every reason to complain, little cause to celebrate.  But he found great joy by investing himself in people.  People were his hope, his crown, his glory and his joy.  And in that respect Paul was just like God.  Do you remember some of those verses we read at the beginning?  What did those verses say brought God joy?  It’s you and me – it’s people.  “As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so God rejoices over you,” the Bible tells us.  You make God smile.  You bring God joy.  So if you want to reduce your joy deficit, do what God does – cherish people.  Invest yourself in people.  God has made you to find joy in the same place he finds it – in relationships with people.
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