FILL UP WITH JOY AND PEACE!
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Living in the “terrible times” of these last days, it’s easy to forget the angelic birth announcements that defined our Christian faith:  “Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great JOY that will be for all the people. . . . Glory to God in the highest, and on earth PEACE to men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:10b, 14).  As Paul later stated, “the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17).  As a psychologist, I hear the Stress, Anxiety, and Despair of hurting people on a daily basis.  It’s enough to make you SAD!  Christ and Scripture offer “antidotes” for the stress overload of life on planet earth.


JOY Is Your Strength for the Journey!  Seven times on the night before he was crucified, Jesus spoke of joy:  “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. . . . Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy” (John 15:11; 16:22b).  Joy excels happiness.  It flows from the Spirit and does not depend on outward circumstances.  “In all our troubles my joy knows no bounds. . . . Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds” (2 Corinthians 7:4b; James 1:2).  Troubles and trials can prevent us from feeling happy, but they cannot take away the Lord’s own joy that he imparts to us.

Joy is internal and permanent, not external and temporary like ordinary human emotions.  “Jesus, full of joy through the Holy Spirit, . . . the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit. . . . the joy given by the Holy Spirit” (Luke 10:21a; Acts 13:52; 1 Thessalonians 1:6b).  Twenty-first century Christians need rugged, enduring joy like Paul and Silas who prayed and sang at midnight in a Philippian jail after being beaten!  Outward excitement that “feels good” ultimately leaves us empty.  “After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort? . . . What has happened to all your joy?” (Galatians 3:3b; 4:15a).

Joy conquers despair.  “Weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning” (Psalm 30:5b).   “Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:10b).  Despite moral depravity, political instability, and economic uncertainty, Christians experience the joy of the Lord.  “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again:  Rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4).  You may be unable to rejoice in your current circumstances, but that cannot stop you from rejoicing in the Lord.

PEACE Is Your Refuge in Peril!  Facing betrayal, humiliation, and excruciating pain, Jesus spoke of peace:  “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27).  To define peace as the absence of conflict is like calling light the absence of darkness!  Don’t confuse idleness or the doldrums with genuine peace.  Peace is a positive, powerful force that excels mere stillness.  Peace must be waged or enforced:  “do not let your hearts be troubled” implies deliberate action on our part.

Imagine Christ calming the Sea of Galilee:  “He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, ‘Quiet!  Be still!’  Then the wind died down and it was completely calm” (Mark 4:39).  James Strong called this “involuntary stillness.”  The Lord wants to exert that same calming effect on our turbulent minds and emotions.  “You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you” (Isaiah 26:3).  Peace conquers anxiety as you “let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts” (Colossians 3:15a).


Paul was back in prison when he wrote these words:  “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7).  God dwells in undisturbed tranquility, and his own peace is our fortress in the eye of the storm!  Allow me to renew the prescription of Dr. Paul, the original Christian psychologist:  “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).
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