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Galatians 5:13-26 – Joy
We have begun a series looking at the fruit of the Spirit as listed by Paul in Galatians.
As we look at the passage that has been read, we must remember the context of the whole book.  The apostle Paul was writing to a particular group of Jewish Christians who were beginning to return to reliance on the Old Testament laws, given to Moses, to bring them salvation.  Paul is telling them that the laws in themselves were not what should guide them as they now had freedom through the actions of Jesus.
Paul emphasises that every action anyone took should be guided by the Holy Spirit.  That the message of Jesus should change the attitudes of the heart and bring about a change from within that will affect the actions that people take – that will then be in accordance with the purpose of the law without needing to remember individual laws.  And the list of Spiritual fruit resonates with the purpose of the laws given.
Today we will look at the second fruit of the Spirit listed by Paul in his letter to the Galatians – joy.
How do we define joy?  I have no doubt that it will be in close alignment with happiness and celebrating perhaps.  Dancing with joy, jumping with joy, beaming with joy – all outward signs that are visible.  And this absolutely is a wonderful thing to feel.  When something joyous happens – the safe arrival of a newborn child, a good exam result, a favourite flower coming into bloom.
As I look at the fruit of the Spirit I wonder whether we are called to exhibit ALL the fruits ALL the time.  Only ready to share when completely formed.  Or do some of them have a season?  Give one away which leaves room for another to form. Are they always to influence people around us or are they only between our relationship with Jesus?  That is something that you will need to contemplate and consider for yourselves.
If we are to exhibit all the fruit all the time to everyone around us, then how do we treat a Christian friend who has miscarried, or someone who has been attacked or abused?  If they are not expressing outward joy does that mean that they are not in alignment with the Spirit?  Of course it doesn’t.  So we must be clear with our language and interpretations.
Equally though I do not think that the joy that Paul is referring to only manifests in response to good things that happen around us.  The Spiritual joy that is being spoken can only arise from knowing Jesus and having a relationship with God, Almighty, Merciful and Loving. This is shown in 1 Thessalonians 1:6 where it is written, “You welcomed the message in the midst of severe suffering with the joy given by the Holy Spirit”.
The message of Jesus gives hope.  Knowing that you are loved and valued by God, created by Him for a purpose, welcomed into His presence, drawn into a relationship with Him, comforted and held by God – surely the outcome should be joy.
Outward circumstances will bring joy, but Spiritual joy is deeper than that.  The joy found in the revelation of God given through the witness and work of the Holy Spirit will bring our inward joy into outward circumstances.
Those who are suffering in any way will not suddenly begin dancing or jumping, but the truth of God should bring an inward, quiet joy.  That whatever emotion they are feeling can be taken to God, who will continue to love them.  Is joy present even when we do not recognise it?  Is the joy in our hearts the blossom for the fruit to be exhibited to those around us, or is that the fruit in itself?  Is joy to be outward, inward or upward?
But these Spiritual fruits are to be exhibited in our behaviour, it is the Spirit that eliminates having to follow the Laws of Moses because He will guide our actions to fulfil the purpose of the law.  For me the first of the Ten Commandments sums up the joy being referred to: “You shall have no other gods before Me”.
This commandment emphasises the desire for a relationship with only Him as God, the one true Father.  That God does not want the purity of trusting in Him to be sullied.  That He can provide for every need and that His unfailing love is seen in action.  Setting up idols becomes a barrier for this to happen – and then the joy of knowing His love is gone.  Joy becomes a reaction to the outward situations.
In the Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah, some of the Israelite people had returned to Jerusalem to rebuild the wall and the temple.  During this time Ezra, a priest, read out the Law of Moses to the whole assembly.  As he read people began weeping – in Nehemiah 8.  They wept because of their realisation of how far they had strayed from that which was desired by God.
But in amongst that weeping and grieving, Nehemiah said, in verse 10, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength”.
This is the same for me today.  When I am feeling overwhelmed or brought down by things around me, I know that I am distant from God.  Once I have re-focussed my eyes on God, prayed and remembered the promises that He has spoken through the Bible, that are also spoken over me, I cannot help but find joy that I am loved, which enables me to see that love of God around me.

The joy of the Lord, given through the Holy Spirit, is our strength.  Our return to relationship with God will draw us back to Him.  Our joy is in knowing that we are loved by Him and that all things will be used for His good purpose.  Even the difficult parts of our lives.
Jesus spoke of joy predominantly when speaking of knowing and accepting God: Matthew 13:20 in the parable of the seeds sown, 20 The seed falling on rocky ground refers to someone who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.
Later in the same chapter, in the parable of the hidden treasure, Jesus says, 44 “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field”.
But Jesus also speaks of the joy that the Shepherd feels when the lost sheep is found, Luke 15, 5 And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders.
Later in Luke 10, when the disciples come back filled with astonishment and rejoicing that demons had submitted to them, Jesus rebukes them for speaking joy as a response to the outward circumstances, rather than praising God that He had worked through them and guided their prayers to be answered. 
Jesus is also not exempt from receiving Spiritual joy at that time, it is written, 21 At that time Jesus, full of joy through the Holy Spirit, said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this is what you were pleased to do.
The joy is to be a response to the Word of God, given always through love.
I believe that the strength of joy is witnessed when we have joy for others.  For those who have been drawn into ways of behaving in hurtful or harmful ways, who are then told the Good news of the love of Jesus, even for them, who respond by accepting Jesus and inviting Him to be the Lord of their lives.  We should be joyful for their salvation.
If we are unable to feel joy when someone decides to follow the Lord, then we are not ticking this checklist that Paul has given.  It means that we are not wholly aligned with the Holy Spirit, that we are unforgiving and judgemental.  That we are not receiving wholly from God to be able to wholly give to others.
If we try to find joy from our own strength and abilities as humans, or only respond to outward situations, we will not be able to exhibit the deep joy that only the Spirit can give.  All the fruits can only come if we are rooted in a whole-hearted relationship with God.
If we are not finding our source of Spiritual nutrition from a relationship with God, through Jesus, then we will not be guided by the Holy Spirit.  If I am struggling to know a depth of joy or be able to find joy for others’ salvation, this is the sign that I must return to working on my relationship with God – to lift my eyes back to Him.  Nothing will flow through my limbs, no fruit will form, unless I am rooted in my trust in God.  It is the upward that comes before the outward.
A fruit tree does not begin with fruit, and then a bough is formed and then the roots grow.  No, the roots that are below ground and unseen are the first thing that need to grow and be strengthened by the nutrients, before that is shared with the parts of the tree that are seen and the fruit eventually appears.  But it is a cycle, the seed in fruit will form new roots of the same genus – but although we may give the seed to others, only God can grow it!
So it is with our Spiritual growth.  Our relationship with God (upward) must be formed first before the fruit grows well (inward) and can be shared with others (outward).  God must come first in our fruitfulness.
