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How God meets your deepest needs:

how to live a joy-filled life

(El Simchathgali – the God of exceeding joy)

Introduction

This past week, I went “searching for happiness” on the internet.

After I gave that phrase – “searching for happiness” -- to Google,


Google gave me almost 1,000,000 websites.

On one site, an unnamed man offered to make me smile


if I made him smile…by hiring him as my life coach.

I then went “looking for joy”.

That three-word phrase produced more than 2,000,000 sites.

One of those sites featured a woman named Joy


who promised to make me happy if I was looking for a good time.

Over 3,000,000 offers of help to cheer me up.

Such a vast supply indicates a great demand – or need – for joy.

I know that multinational corporations are aware of this need.

Near the end of my career with the bank, 

US News and World Report published an article about companies 

recruiting “joy consultants” to keep the staff happy.

Research had shown that we are more creative, more energetic and more productive 

if we have more joy in our lives.

For more than a month, we’ve been exploring how God meets our deepest needs.

Did you know that this includes our need for joy?

Our God – it seems – loves to party…


and want his people to party with him.

In the Old Testament, God reveals himself as

El Simchathgali – “the God of exceeding joy” [Psalm 43:4].

One of God’s poets in Old Testament times

– a man named David…a man who knew God – said:


“I will go to God – the source of all my joy.” [Psalm 3:4 NLT] 

If we, however, want to discover how God can help us party on our pilgrimage


-- how he can help us live a joyful life -- 



we need to turn to the New Testament.

In a short book – only four chapters long – 

a pastor named Paul speaks of joy and rejoicing 16 times.

It helps to remember that this pastor wrote one of the positive books of the Bible 

during the darkest days of his life.

Paul was not sitting on the sundeck of a Caribbean cruise ship when he wrote his book.

He was rotting in a Roman jail, waiting to be executed.

In a letter to the Philippians, Pastor Paul gives us six joy-builders…


six antidotes to the joy-busters of life.

To help you remember these joy-builders,


I’ll use an acrostic: JOYFUL.

How to live a joy-filled life

J – Jettison all regrets about my past

God helps us build joy into our lives when we  “J” --


jettison all regrets about our past

Jettison means “to throw overboard”.

If you want to keep your boat afloat in a storm,


you throw all excess baggage overboard.

If you want to stay afloat in life – and actually enjoy the ride – says Pastor Paul,


there is one thing you need to do:

you need to chuck those things that bring you down.

“One thing I do,” says the pastor, “forget what is behind.” [Philippians 3:13 NIV]
In other words, he tells us to jettison the past…

especially our regrets about the past.

And we all have regrets, don’t we?

We all have skeletons in our closet…


skeletons that can shame us.

What if Sir Arthur Doyle – the author of the Sherlock Holmes detective series –


sent the same note to us that he once sent to eight prominent men in the UK?

What if you and I received that anonymous note which read: “all is found out, flee at once”?

Those eight British men all left country within 24 hours;


what would we do?

I think I would quickly end this message…and slip away during the offering.

We’ve all done things we regret.

But Pastor Paul says: don’t regret…just forget.

Can we do that?

Why not? 

After all, God has.

Because of what his son did on a cross and in a grave,


God has taken all our faults…all our failings



and buried them in the depths of the sea.

Then he put up – as a Baptist preacher once said – a “No fishing” sign.

God has chosen to forgive and forget all that we’ve done wrong.

Paul urges you and me to make that same choice:


To “forget what is behind”…to jettison all regrets about the past.

O – Omit all worries about my future

Two days are beyond our control: yesterday and tomorrow.

If we want to enjoy life today, then,


we not only need to jettison all regrets about our past;



we also need to “O” – omit all worries about our future.

Worry is perhaps the biggest joy-buster of all.

Leo Buscaglia said:

“Worry never robs tomorrow of its sorrow; it only saps today of its joy.”

We know that, don’t we?

But do we also know the remedy for worry?

We regularly repeat Bobby McFerrin’s quip: “Don’t worry; be happy.”

But happiness isn’t the remedy – or cause – of a worry-free life;


it’s the result.

The antidote for worry is not putting on a happy face, says Pastor Paul.

The antidote is putting all our cares and concerns in the lap of the Father.

“Don’t worry about anything,” he begins;


but then he goes on: “instead pray about everything.”

Why can we cast all our cares on God?

I think we know the answer: 

because he cares for us.

And his care costs!

He employed the best mind – his own -- in making us;


he paid a high price – he sacrificed an only child -- in re-making us;



and he continues to use all resources at his disposal 

in making everything work out for us.

Do we ever stop to think of just how much God has already invested in us?

Do we ever stop to consider what such an investment means…

what it tells us about God’s involvement in our future?

Pastor Paul puts it this way:

“I am sure that God, who began the good work within you, will continue his work until it is finally finished.” [Philippians 1:6 LB]
According to Paul, we have only two options:


we can worry…or we can pray.

We either can worry as we try to work out our own future;


or we can pray to the God who is working out the future for us.

Y – Yield myself to God’s purposes

Living without any meaning or purpose is another joy-buster.

If we’re just drifting --


if we don’t know where we came from, where we’re going, why we’re here --



we won’t find much joy in living.

It has been said that the greatest tragedy isn’t death; it’s life without any purpose.

The third joy-builder then is to live on purpose…

or Y – Yield ourselves to a purpose – God’s purpose.

When Pastor Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians,


he had lost everything.

He had lost his health and his wealth.

He had lost his friends and his freedom.

He had even lost his privacy;


he was chained to a guard 24/7.

Yet – in his letter – he included the word “joy” in almost every paragraph.

Why?

Because he had not lost his purpose for living.

“For me,” he said,


“For me to live is Christ.” [Philippians 1:21 NIV]

And, in another letter, written at almost the same time, he wrote:


“My only purpose is to please him.” [2 Timothy 1:3 LB]
Do you have a reason for your existence…a purpose in your life?

If you do, what is it?

How would you complete Pastor Paul’s sentence?


for me to live is….?

The God who made us, made us on purpose…and made us for a purpose.

He also has made those purposes known in his book.

Have you taken the time to discover his purpose for your life?

Discover that purpose…do it…and I think you’ll be delighted;

you – like Pastor Paul – will be delighted no matter what else happens in your life.

More than 30 years ago, I prayed the most dangerous prayer of all.

Since that time, my life hasn’t always been easy;


but it’s never been dull.

It’s almost always been exciting…and often exhilarating.

This morning, I would like to challenge you to pray that prayer…

and see what happens.

Do you know what the most dangerous prayer in the world is?

It’s a very short prayer…

only two words long: 

“Use me.”…”Use me.”

F – Focus on what is good
If you and I want to live a joyful life,


we also need to F – Focus…Focus on what is good.
As Pastor Paul sees the four dark walls that surround him…


as he smells the mold and must of that dungeon…



as he hears the abuse of his captors and fellow criminals…




as he feels the pain inflicted by human hands and horsehide whips,





does he hold a private pity party?

No, he writes these words:

“Fix your thoughts on what is true and honorable and right.  Think about things that are pure and lovely and admirable.  Think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise.” [Philippians 4:8 NLT]
Focus on what is good, says the pastor.

But we say: where can we find the good on which we are to focus?

Not in the media…obviously.

Most of the news there is bad, not good,

And most of the ads make us feel bad rather than good.

When I’m told how I should “dress for success” and “look to impress”, well…


I’m still trying to build the body beautiful, but – quite frankly – running out of time.

Even our loved ones can let us down…bring us down, can’t they?

They have ways – don’t they? – 

of expressing their disappointment over who we are…what we do.

Where, then, can we get some positive strokes?

Fix your mind – says Pastor Paul – on what is good.

Focus on God…and what he says.

Let the One who hand-made you tell you what you’re worth.

Let the One who reached down to hug you when his son hung on a cross…


let him tell you how much you mean to him.

Again, it seems, that you and I have a choice.

We can choose the channel that influences how we think;

we can get our input either from this world’s media…or from God’s message.

But I contend that, only as we spend time in God’s message 

will we get the right message.

Focus on what God says


and we will get lovely messages…

lovely messages that bring smiles to our faces and happiness to our hearts.

U – Use my life to help others
The fifth building block for a joyful life is U –


Use my life to help others

Even as Pastor Paul finds himself rotting in a Roman prison,


he finds happiness…happiness in helping others.

He writes to people whom he had helped on their journey through life and says:


“Dear brothers and sisters…you are my joy.” [Philippians 4:1 NLT]
This is nothing new, is it?

After all, hasn’t Jesus said the same thing to you and me?

“I have told you this so that…your joy may be complete.  My command is this: love each other as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.”  [John 15:11-13 NIV]
Invest your life in others, Jesus tells us, 


and you’ll get a dividend –



your joy will be complete.

The most familiar line in all of Shakespeare’s plays is a phrase from Hamlet:

“To be or not to be, that is the question.”

The Prince of Denmark is contemplating suicide and asks:


which is worse: living or dying?

A pastor in prison asked the same question…

but from a very different perspective.

Paul wanted to know which is better: living or dying?

Paul knew that if he were to die, 

his suffering would end and those “pleasures forevermore” would begin.

But he also found joy in living…living to help others.

Listen to what he writes:

“I really don’t know which is better, to live or to die.  Sometimes I want to  live and at other times I don’t, for I long to go and be with Christ. But the fact is, I can be of more help to you by staying.” [Philippians 3:23-24 LB]
There you have it: a living, breathing example of what Jesus said.

Invest your life in helping others,


and you’ll get a dividend: your joy will be complete.

L – Learn to be content

Finally, L – Learn to be content
A pastor in prison, 

writing instructions for living a joyful life, 

concludes with these words:




“I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” 

[Philippians 4:11 NIV]
Pastor Paul needed to learn to be content

…and so do we.

How are we doing?

We often succumb – it seems – to what I call “when and then” thinking.

When I graduate from high school or college, then I’ll be happy.

When I get a job, then I’ll be happy.

When I get married, then I’ll be happy.

When I have children – or grandchildren -- then I’ll be happy.

No, we won’t!

Why not?

Because we’re letting circumstances determine our happiness.

Pastor Paul says:


“I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” [Philippians 4:11 NIV]


How do we learn that?

We learn to be content as we come to know 

that God is in control, managing all the details of our lives.

Paul believed that God was managing his life.

Paul, though, had planned to go to Rome

-- he had planned to conduct a “Luis Palau Festival” in the capitol city of the empire –

when God made arrangements for him to “do time” in the “big house”.

Even though Paul may have been disappointed,


he believed that his life was not out of control.

At the beginning of his letter from prison, he wrote:

“I am going to keep on being glad, for I know that…this is all going to turn out for my good.” [Philippians 1:19 LB]
Paul believed that God was managing his life.

He, however, didn’t know many of the details.

He didn’t know that God was using his imprisonment to produce messages…

some of the most positive messages that God ever communicated to this world.

You see, if Paul had gone on his crusade to the capitol of the Roman empire,


he never would have written 

– and we never would have read –

his instructions for living a joyful life.

We often get frustrated because we don’t know what God is doing in our lives.

Perhaps we don’t need to know.

After all, do explanations ever satisfy?

Perhaps it’s enough that God knows…


that the maker and manager of our lives knows what he is doing.

If we can learn that simple lesson – that God is in control --


we also can learn to be content…whatever the circumstances.

We will be able to say with Pastor Paul:

“I am going to keep on being glad, for I know that…this is all going to turn out for my good.” [Philippians 1:19 LB]
Conclusion

This past week, I read a statement by William Barclay.

He once wrote:

“Nothing in history has done Christianity more harm than black clothes and long faces.”

What’s worse, there’s no excuse for this.

We have everything going for us;


we have God going for us;



we have El Simchathgali – the God of exceeding joy – going for us.

We have a God who loves to party going with us…


a God who wants us to party as we go…



as we go on to the biggest party of all.

On 04 July 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050th 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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