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Luke 1:26-45 "Joy”

One of the great themes of Advent that is
well represented in Luke’s narrative of the
Nativity is joy. As with hope, which we spoke
about last week, I first looked up what
Webster’s Dictionary had to say about it: “joy
is the emotion that comes from well-being
and success.” That may do for everyday
conversation, but if we are considering the
biblical concept of joy, it is far from the truth!

Biblically, joy is a gift of God, and is closely
connected linguistically and theologically
with grace. It is a sense of confidence and
contentment that comes from being in the
will of God. It has an air of anticipation, like
its cousins hope and peace. It trusts God for
his gracious working out of his purposes in
our lives. It is a state of grace, a fruit of the
Spirit’s work within. Joy does not come from
“well-being and success,” but is compatible
with - and in biblical terms is often
associated with - difficulty, distress, even
suffering. Joy knows that even in hard times,
a good God is at work for our good.

1) Elizabeth and Mary

Luke’s birth narrative begins with the angelic
announcement to Zechariah that he and his
wife Elizabeth are to have a son. To
Zechariah this is impossible - they are
“advanced in years,” and Elizabeth is

“barren.” For his disbelief, Zechariah is
struck dumb until the birth, but first he is
told that his son will be “great,” will be
“tilled with the Holy Spirit from birth,” and
that he will “prepare a people for the Lord.”
He will, says the angel, “be a joy and delight
to you.”

When Elizabeth discovers her totally
unexpected pregnancy, she is delighted in
“the Lord’s favor” to her, but that does not
mean that she will not face difficulty in her
joy. Given the life expectancies of the day,
she and her husband (“well advanced in
years”) were probably 50 or so years old. To
have dealt with infertility for many years
and finally to become pregnant is, as some
here could attest, a great joy; but to be
pregnant for the first time at 50 is no joke.
Elizabeth goes into seclusion.

Five months later, she receives a visit from
Mary, who is also unexpectedly pregnant.
Alike as the are in this way, in other ways
their situations are very different. Elizabeth
is married to a priest, Mary is betrothed to a
carpenter. Elizabeth is 50 or so, Mary is
probably no more than 17. But they are
“family;” “female relatives,” perhaps cousins
or - given the difference in their ages - aunt
and niece. Their meeting is one of the most
tender parts of the narrative.



No doubt there were tears, but also joy -
despite and because of - their pregnancies.
The joy in their exchange of greetings and
news is unmistakable, and even the 6-month
old fetus in Elizabeth’s womb “leaps for joy”
at the sound of Mary’s news. “The Lord” for
whom he will prepare the way has been
conceived, and already he is rejoicing! Mary
spends three months with Elizabeth,
supporting her, and sparing herself the
attentions of her Nazareth neighbors for a
while. She shares the joys and difficulties
and indignities of an older woman’s late
pregnancy until she returns home at about
the time of John’s birth.

Two women, experiencing joy mixed with
difficulty; gratitude mixed with
embarrassment, even shame. Two very
different women who share in the
knowledge that they are in the very center of
God’s will for their lives, and for his world.
However hard things may be, they can know
joy. Joy is about confidence in God, about
knowing, embracing, and obeying his will -
and believing that it represents the best that
can be for us.

For Mary, a hazardous birth lies ahead in
poor surroundings after a long and arduous
journey. But on the night Jesus is born to a
teenage mother in a cave among the animals,
angels announce to shepherds “good news of
great joy that will be for all the people.” God
is at work and his will is being done, and the
future is bright, like a sky full of angels!

2) Joy In Trials

This motif of joy in the midst of trials,
hardships and suffering, runs through the
rest of the NT. Jesus will know joy in his life
and ministry, even though he is beset by
unbelief, opposition, betrayal, denial and a
violent death. The writer of the NT book of
Hebrews summarizes Jesus” attitude: “Jesus,

for the joy set before him, endured the cross
and scorned its shame” and then “sat down
at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb
12:2).

As he prepared for death, Jesus prepared his
closest followers in the upper room at
Passover: “In a little while you will see me
no more; you will weep while the world
rejoices... you will grieve, but your grief will
turn to joy. A woman giving birth to a child
has pain in her labor, but when her child is
born, she forgets the anguish because of her
joy that a child is born into the world” (Jn
16:19-21). Amen, say Elizabeth, and Mary,
and all women who have ever given birth!

Years later, Jesus’ brother James, writing to
Christians will say “consider it joy when you
face trials of many kinds, because the testing
of your faith develops perseverance and
maturity (Jas 1:2-4). Paul’s version of the
same theme is “be joyful in hope, patient in
affliction” (Rom 12:12). Joy is a state of
confidence in God that persists in the face of
great difficulty; in a famous passage in the
little-read prophet Habakkuk, we find
“Though the fig tree does not bud, and there
are no grapes on the vines; though the olive
crop fails and the fields produce no food;
though there are no sheep in the pen and no
cattle in the stalls; yet I will rejoice in the
LORD, I'will be joyful in God my Savior”
(Habak 3:17-18).

How can this be? Because, says the prophet,
“The Sovereign LORD is my strength.” Joy
can persist when the fields produce no food,
because God is strong and good and he will
provide for his people, and when they know
that, and know they are in his will, they can
find joy before him.

3) Why Rejoice?

The prophet’s words remind us that, like
hope, joy is not only a noun - a gracious gift



of God - but also a verb: something we do,
something we can be commanded to do,
something we can decide to do. “Though the
tields produce no food, yet will I rejoice...” It
is an act of will, and act of faith. I will be
joyful!

Jesus told his followers they had many
reasons to be joyful. Remember, he said, “the
lost is found,” and there is joy for the woman
who laboriously sweeps her house to find
the lost coin; remember that “there is joy in
heaven over one sinner who repents.”
Rejoice, said Jesus, that “your names are
written in heaven.” Embrace my death for
you as God’s will, and you will find that “my
joy will be in you... and my joy will be made
complete in you” (Jn 16).

What should we, Jesus’ followers now, be
joyful about? That if we accept God’s will for
us in Jesus, our names are “written in
heaven.” That we are secure in Jesus’ care
forever. That we can know God’s will: “Love
the Lord your God with all your heart and
mind and strength, and love others as
yourselves.” We already know most of God’s
will for our lives, and if we strive by his
grace to live it, we can find joy.

But if we truly want to know his specific will
for our lives at any stage, then we can ask
him to reveal what he wants of us. If we are
willing to pray often, if we truly want
direction, if we are truly ready to follow his
will, then he will provide us with the signs
we need. Inner promptings of the Spirit,
words of Scripture, advice of other people -
especially the more spiritually mature ones,
the ordering of our circumstances - with
some doors opening and others closing, can
all be part of God showing his will for us.

It does not mean that these ways will always
be the most attractive or the easiest available!
Some may demand great effort, uncertainty,
difficulty. Some may require sacrifice, or

separation, or sadness. But there is nothing
to compare to knowing deep in your soul
that you are doing what God in his grace has
called you to do. That is what the Bible calls
joy; that is the inner sense of well-being and
satisfaction that is the gift of God to those
who do his will.

And if the path he has chosen for us is hard
and rocky and we at times wonder why he
would take us this way, those are precisely
the moments we are called on to actively
“rejoice.” The moments when “there are no
grapes on the vines” are exactly when we
have to decide to “be joyful in God our
Savior.” When things are hard is when we -
through our joyful acceptance and embrace
of God’s will - have the chance to
demonstrate our faith in the goodness and
wisdom of God. Complaint and bitterness
say just the opposite. When things are hard
is precisely when it requires an act of our
will to embrace God’s will for us, and to trust
that he knows what he is doing - even when
we don’t!

Is marriage hard for you right now?
Marriage is God’s will for men and women;
hang in there, and be joyful in the Lord in
your marriage! Is child-rearing tough in
these years? Raising children is God’s will
for parents; hang in there and be joyful in the
Lord in your parenting! Is work painful and
often frustrating? Work is God’s will for all
his people: hang in there and be joyful in the
Lord in your work! Is aging difficult to bear?
Growing old and mature is God’s will for his
people: hang in there, and be joyful in the
Lord in your aging!

Ask God for more of his grace so that you
can do more of his will. Ask him for the tools
to do the job he has given you. Ask him for
wisdom to make the best decisions for your
family and your stage of life. Ask him for
more faith, so that you can trust him better
for tomorrow and all the days beyond.



“My joy will be made complete in you,” said
Jesus. “I bring you good news of great joy,”
said the angels. Do you know the joy of
Christmas? Not the getting of gifts, not the
parties, not a visit to Santa or a sentimental
story for children of a baby in a manger with
shepherds and kings; but the joy of a six-
month fetus kicking at the sounds he hears
through his mother’s belly; the joy and
delight of an unexpected pregnancy to an
older couple; the joy of women sharing their
hopes and fears; the joy of support from
family during hard times; the joy that - at last
- the Savior of the world has come for people
like us who at times sorely need to find joy in
life.

Let us pray...




