Surprised by Joy
Punchline: Joy is a surprise from God
1) In Luke, the angel tells the shepherd, “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people.”
=> This morning we light the advent candle of joy.

<slide>
2) In the Isaiah text we read this morning, we hear a prophecy about joy.  Now remember that Isaiah is a book that spans an important period in Jewish history.  It begins before the exile where Isaiah preaches warning and judgment.  It continues through the exile where Isaiah preaches hope and redemption.  Finally, it concludes with the return to the Promised Land where Isaiah preaches the final completion of God’s work at a time to come.

Our reading comes right at the transition from the first section to the second section: the transition from the warning about the coming exile to the hope of what might be after the exile.

-In the preceding chapter, chapter 34, we hear “Isaiah 34:9  And the streams of Edom shall be turned into pitch, and her soil into sulfur; her land shall become burning pitch.”
But we read in chapter 35:
Isaiah 35:6-7  For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert;  7 the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; 
-In chapter 34, we hear: “It shall be the haunt of jackals, an abode for ostriches.

But we read in chapter 35: the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp.

-In Chatper 34, we hear: “The LORD is enraged against all the nations, and furious against all their hoards; he has doomed them, has given them over for slaughter.  Their slain shall be cast out, and the stench of their corpses shall rise; the mountains shall flow with their blood.”

But in chapter 35,   The ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.

If we compare these two chapters, side by side, we see a reversal – the things that were are no longer and the things thought impossible are now reality.  Some of the other descriptions in chapter 35, our prophecy about joy: “The eyes of the blind shall be opened.”  “The ears of the deaf unstopped.” “The lame shall leap like a deer.” “The tongue of the speechless shall sing for joy.”  “No traveler, not even fools, shall go astray.”  “The ransomed of the Lord shall return.”  These events are about the impossible happening.  They are about the world being flipped on its head.  As John the Baptist said, “The mountains being leveled and valleys being filled in.  The crooked paths made straight and the rough places made smooth.”  Joy is all about reversal.  When we get what we expect, it we might feel excited, happy, or relieved, but joy only comes when we get what we don’t expect – when we can’t see any way for God to work and have all but given up.

Thus, true joy is not something we can earn or work for.  We can work for peace, we can work for happiness, we can work for security – but true joy is always a surprise.  <Slide>  True joy is realizing that God was working in places we thought he had long abandoned.  True joy is realizing that God can do things beyond our wildest dreams.  True joy is realizing that in spite of our brokenness, stubbornness, selfishness, and pettiness, the coming of God’s kingdom is unstoppable.
People describe God as powerful, majestic, mysterious, loving, full of grace – I think one of the best words to describe God: sneaky.  What an awesome God we worship who surprises us constantly.  When we think things are going terribly, that’s when God’s plan is revealed and we see how all things truly do work together for those who love him.
Christmas is about true joy.  Nobody expected the son of God to be born on earth, or if they did, they expected a powerful king with a big sword and a large army.

The idea God would be born in the flesh, let alone be born to an unwed mother in a stable in a backwater town is so absurd, so inconceivable, so impossible…that it was considered blasphemy and the punishment was death on a cross.  When the wise men come and visit Christ, what does Matthew say? “When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.” <Slide>  They were surprised!  The messiah had come.  God had stayed true to his promise.  Christ was born.
So, brothers and sisters, this Christmas, watch for the unexpected.  Maybe you’ve been through fifty Christmases or sixty Christmases or more.  Maybe you’ve seen it all and done it all.    Do not let the surprise of Christmas be forgotten.  <slide> God was born, on earth, in the flesh.  God breathed and ate and slept and drank.  God cried and laughed and hugged and disciplined.  God came for us, God died for us, God rose for us.  This Christmas, may the story of Emmanuel, the word made flesh, God with us still come as a surprise and may it still be a joy.
But our sneaky God still has one big surprise left. Even beyond Christmas, even beyond Easter, even beyond Pentecost: there is still one more day that will come unexpectedly and in an unexpected way.  God has promised that Christ will come again.  <slide> God has promised that all things will be made new and his kingdom will be completed here on Earth.  God has promised that death and mourning and crying and pain will end.  God has promised that he will be with us, face to face, father, son and spirit.  God has promised as Isaiah prophesied, that 

Isaiah 35:8-10  The ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.
Won’t that be a great surprise?  Won’t that be a great joy?
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