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I used to hate going to family dos.   Getting kissed by people I don’t remember.  All the ‘haven’t you grown!’s.   I’d grizzle and whine about going and Dad would finally say, ‘Look!  You’re going whether you want to or not, and you’re going to enjoy it if it’s the last thing you do!’

Every now and again in the Bible I’ve come across commands that at first glance sound a bit like Dad’s words.  One of them is Philippians 3:4; ‘Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again:  Rejoice!’ 
Why does God need to tell his people to be joyful?  Why are we commanded to rejoice?  Is God saying, ‘Rejoice whether you want to or not!  Be happy even if it means putting on a happy mask and denying what’s happening inside’?  We need to ask a couple of questions of this command to see what God is getting at.

The first question I want to ask is ‘Why do we need to hear this command?’  Or, ‘why is it here in the first place?’  And the second question is ‘How can we hear this command in a way that doesn’t make a mockery of our hard times?’
Let’s ask that first question:

Why did God need to give this command to us in the first place?
Part of the answer to that is that as adults we can lose the capacity for joy.  
We get cynical, tired, stuck in routine.  We can get very ho-hum about life.  It’s only when you see children do you realise how easily adults have forgotten joy.  
My son Owen has one of the best ‘Wows!’ I’ve ever heard.  At Christmas or birthday or at a museum, he’s constantly, ‘Wow!  Dad, get a look at this! ‘And this!  And this!’  When he was 3 or 4 we were on holidays at a farmstay.  One night we took our and went exploring down the road.  It wasn’t long before Owen said, ‘Wow!  Look!  I found a cow!’

‘That’s great Owen – good spotlighting!’

About ten metres down the road he said, ‘Look!  Another cow!  Wow!’

‘Well done Owen!’

And a minute later, ‘Oh would you look at that!  I spotted another cow!’

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it was the same cow every time.  But for him it was the sheer joy of discovery.

Children have this capacity for joy, even in repetition.  They’ll keep yelling ‘Again!’ for  another toss in the air far longer than your arms can do it.

Now I want you to contrast that scene with a group of commuters on a train.

A few years ago back in Sydney I had to catch the train from Revesby to Chatswood.  I got on the train and no-one wanted to be there.  You could tell by all the grumpy faces.  They sat there reading the papers full of important news about how bad the world is.  Or they pretended to be asleep so they didn’t have to look at anyone.  Most of the trip was spent underground.  

Then we burst out of the tunnel to cross the Harbour Bridge.  It’s one of the greatest bridges in the world crossing the most beautiful harbour in the world and it was a clear sunny morning.  And no-one looked out the window!  Their heads were still stuck in the paper.
If you were to ask them why they did that, they’d probably say, ‘Look, I do this every day.

I’ve seen it all before. Life’s too serious to bother looking out the window.’
Out of those two groups:  children and adults, who is the most like God?

Sometimes when we pray we can be almost apologetic, as though God has too much important stuff to do rather than hear our puny requests.  We think he’s an adult just like us.

But there is not even a hint of cynicism in God’s character.
Think about the record in Genesis 1 of creation.
God didn’t get to the end of each day’s work in that first week and say, ‘That’ll do.  I’ll get around to something else tomorrow.’  Genesis tells us that at the end of the day’s work God kept saying, ‘This is good!’

Or, dare I say it, ‘Wow!’

You can hear the delight, the joy in everything he does.
There’s not just a fish, but a countless number of different varieties of fish.  And God sees them and enjoys them. And he never got tired of making them.  He hand crafted everything.

Every clover, with three leaves on every clover.  Except occasionally he’d do one with four leaves just so kids can have fun exploring in the back yard!
Psalm 139 says to God, ‘You knit me together in my mother’s womb.’  God personally crafts every human being.  Each one is unique and precious to him.  And he takes delight in his work.  

And he is happy to do it over and over again.  On the first day of creation he said ‘Let there be light!’ and there was morning and evening.  And every single day since he has said, ‘Do it again!’  Each sunrise and sunset is a new work of art, the expression of the joy of the Creator.

My Mum used to work in a job when she was at work by dawn every morning.  One day she told my brother and I that at sunrise every day she just had to stop and watch.  Every sunrise was different: the colours, the clouds, the patterns and light.  She said she found herself in conversation with God.

‘That’s beautiful!’ She’d say.  ‘What are you going to do now?  Oh that’s great!’

Matthew and I looked sideways at each other.  Excited about a sunrise?  We were more concerned that every sunrise saw us well and truly asleep.  In hindsight I realised that Matthew and I had grown older than Mum.  She hadn’t lost the joy of beauty.  She wasn’t ashamed to say ‘Wow!’ and she shared God’s delight in his work.

In the Bible God tells his people ‘Be holy, for I am holy.’  We could re-word this command in Philippians, ‘Be joyful, for I am joyful.’ 
There is one enduring stereotype of Christians as dour and sour.  Grim, joyless, sanctimonious, judgemental.  It’s so far from the character of God!  But the stereotype persists because there are so many Christians who are like that!  You’ve met them.  
I remember talking to an older man who as a boy whistled one day on the way home from church.  His father said, ‘Stop it!  You’re not meant to be happy on the Sabbath!’

Why did God have to command us to rejoice?

Because we’re so prone to forget.  We get so used to things that delight gets squeezed out of us.  Sometimes we feel things are so serious there is no place for joy. And we forget that as serious as things may be, God takes delight in every new day.

And because we belong to him, we are able to find joy.  To rejoice in the Lord always.

But we need to also ask the second question:

How can we rejoice, always?

How can we hear this command in a way that doesn’t make a mockery of our hard times?  To get an answer to that we need to go to Psalm 126.  
The Psalm was written after the exile.  God’s people had openly rebelled against him for centuries.  They knew what he wanted of them and they deliberately went the other way.  And finally God got to the point where he had had enough.  Their nation was destroyed.  The temple and palaces were reduced to rubble.  And they were dragged away into exile.  Far from their promised land.  For seventy years they lived as captives.

Then finally they began to trickle back. God had relented from his anger and was restoring them again.  They had been disciplined and now they were given a fresh start.  Psalm 126 expresses their feelings as that happened.
It begins: ‘When the Lord brought back the captives to Zion, we were like men who dreamed.’  You can see them walking into the ruins of Jerusalem, eyes wide and mouths open. They can’t believe they’re back!  ‘Who’d have thought I’d live to see this?’ 
Everyone was astounded that God would bring them back.

Laughter and songs, so rare in the last seventy years, broke out spontaneously.  The joy that was so absent had returned.  God was looking after his people!
Verses 1 and 2 are written in the past tense.  The writer is remembering what has happened.  But verse 3 is written in the present tense.  Something has happened in the past and it has shaped their attitude in the present.  What do they say in verse 3? ‘The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy.’
It’s as though they have gone, ‘Oh, yeah… God has been good to us, hasn’t he?’  And because of that, they are filled with joy in the present.

How can we rejoice in the Lord always?  The people in Psalm 126 did that by remembering God’s goodness in the past.  You and I can be joyful today because God has done great things for us.  Whether we’re Christians or not God has done great things for us.  We all share the sunrises and sunsets.  We all enjoy the beauty of this world.  He woke us up this morning and we have somewhere to sleep tonight.

But for those who are Christians, God has done something even greater.  Through the death and resurrection of Jesus, he has opened up the way of life that lasts forever.  We can actually know God and have the joy of sins forgiven,  and the certain hope of eternal life.  ‘The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy.’
Joy, ultimately, comes from the awareness of God’s presence and work in the world.  We aren’t left on our own.  God has seen our every need and has met them in Jesus Christ .

Verses 4 – 6 of Psalm 126 show us we can have joy for the future as well.  These verses are written in the future tense: ‘Those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy.’  The joy that God commands and invites us to is not dismissive of our pain.  His command to be joyful doesn’t mock our hard times.

Why not?

Because God is not saying, ‘Don’t worry, be happy.’
Joy is far deeper than that.  It is the awareness of God’s loving work in our lives.  And that is constant regardless of our circumstances. 
Some of us here tonight have sown in tears.  And some of us have begun to reap with songs of joy.  For others, the singing is yet to come.  The tears still linger.

But we remember that God has done great things for us. and we have cause for joy.
So: how can we hear and obey this command to rejoice in the Lord always?

When we begin to realise God’s presence 
in every aspect of our lives.

But to help us to do this, there is one verse that has really helped me to grasp this.  It’s one of those verses that I probably read lots of times but never saw it.  It’s tucked away in an obscure part of the Old Testament. But it is an amazing description of God.

Before I tell you that verse, I want to tell you a quick story I read recently.  It comes via an American magazine.  It’s the true story of a woman named Karen.  She was pregnant with her second child.  Her three-year-old son Michael began a relationship with his unborn sister
by singing to her every night.

Every night he would nestle in to his Mum’s tummy and sing his unborn sister the same song.  The same song!  Every night!  But it was special to him and Karen thought it was cute.

It came time for the delivery, and things began to go wrong.  By the time the baby was born she was in a bad way.  They rushed her off to a neonatal intensive care ward.  
As the days went by she grew weaker and weaker. She wasn’t going to last.  Michael kept pestering his mum to see his sister but he wasn’t allowed into intensive care.

But when she looked like she was dying, his mum insisted that Michael be allowed to see her.  He went up to the crib, touched his sister and sang his song to her:

‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.  You make me happy when skies are grey.  You’ll never know dear, how much I love you.  Please don’t take my sunshine away.’
The magazine reports that the very next day she was well enough to go home.  The doctors were dumbfounded.

Now let me read you that verse.  it’s Zephaniah, chapter 3 verse 17:
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.

Please read that verse again and listen to how it describes God, and how he relates to you if you belong to him.

How is it possible to rejoice in the Lord?  Because even in the darkest of valleys, if you belong to him through trust in Jesus he takes delight in you.  He rejoices with singing over you, bringing healing and peace and life.

That’s how the Bible describes God.  And he calls you to find your rest in him as you trust and believe in Jesus Christ.

When God rejoices over you with singing, you can rejoice in his great love and mercy 

expressed so beautifully to you.

