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Philippians 4:4-7/Luke 7:18-28 

Third Sunday of Advent – C (Joy) 

December 16, 2018 

“Finding Joy in the Lord” 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. (Phil 1:2) 

St. Paul exhorts us in our reading today to, (Philippians 4:4) “Rejoice in the Lord 

always.”  And to make sure he’s clear on his urging, he says it again, “Rejoice!”  I love 

this and I think I’m not in the minority on this.  We should “rejoice” often …  

This time of year, there is a lot of rejoicing about things.  It seems this is one Bible 

verse people everywhere have taken to heart!  I’m sure you’ve received a couple of 

Christmas cards and letters by now.  You may even have sent some.  I have to say, I do 

enjoy the letters.  It’s a great way to hear what’s been going on all year long.  Shauna and 

I send one of those letters.  A common theme throughout most of them is rejoicing in the 

events of the past year … successes of children and family members, experiences of 

reunions and trips to interesting places, and new jobs.  Everyone seems to come from 

Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon where “The women are strong, the men are good 

looking, and the children are all above average.”   Much to rejoice about.  And … it’s 

definitely good to look back on the year and rejoice in the blessings we’ve received. 

But, when we see all this joy in others’ lives, it can be hard to take … especially when 

joy’s not exactly overflowing in our lives.  But there’s Paul saying, “Rejoice always!”  If 

this section of Philippians was a Christmas letter from Paul, one might think, “Wow, Paul 

has it all together!  He’s got churches everywhere.  People are listening to him.  He’s 

getting to see some great sites along the way.  I see why he says, ‘Rejoice always!’”  

Philippians isn’t a Christmas letter. But, like our Christmas letters, there’s more 

behind this short, familiar verse.  Earlier in Philippians Paul let’s slip that all isn’t perfect 
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in his world.  In fact, it’s far from it.  You see, as Paul encourages the fledgling church in 

Philippi, he’s under house arrest … chained 24/7 to a Roman guard … awaiting trial 

before Caesar on charges of … believing in Jesus Christ.  Yet, despite his predicament, 

Paul urges the church to be filled with joy … in the Lord … always. 

But, when we compare our lives to others, those who seem to live their perfect lives 

in Lake Wobegon … it can be hard to remain always joyful.  In fact, we can begin to look 

at our lives and begin to doubt whether God our Father is truly, as He says, always with 

us.  Our lives and the lives of those we know and love are filled with many unpleasantries 

… we may not be in prison, but we’re imprisoned by things that cause us to wonder if 

God really meant all that He said.  We’ve asked God … over and over in fact … in our 

prayers and requests to Him … to remove these unpleasantries from our lives.   

They come in all forms, don’t they?  I’m thinking of illnesses and injuries that never 

seem to heal … or when they do, another quickly replaces it.  “God, I’ve been faithful … 

why don’t you give me a break?!”  Or maybe it’s financial hardships, unemployment, or 

just a really crummy job we can’t stand … with no better opportunities in sight.  “God, 

I’ve been faithful … why don’t you give me a break?!”  I know many who face marital 

and family conflict … made worse by the pressure of the holidays.  “God, I’ve been 

faithful … why don’t you give me a break?!”  The list for some goes on and on … 

where’s the joy in this place? 

This lack of joy … it’s no wonder we begin to doubt.  We see so many others around 

us who don’t seem to give two hoots for God and Jesus and His Word.  Yet the blessings 

seem to shower down on them without end.  Where’s ours?  Where’s the justice God?  

Where’s the judgment of the evil and the blessing of the faithful?  “Rejoice always?”  
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I’ve got a newsflash for you my brothers and sisters … we’re not the first to doubt … 

and we won’t be the last.  And … it’s okay … rest assured … it’s okay to wonder … to 

ask.  Just ask John the Baptist … the greatest prophet of all time!  The one God our 

Father handpicked to pave the way for our Savior, His Son, Jesus Christ. 

John knew what he thought he knew – about Jesus and about his own calling.  He was 

quite certain, from his own experience, about who Jesus was.  After all, when he baptized 

Jesus, he saw the Holy Spirit descend on Him.  He heard the Father say from heaven, 

(Luke 3:22) “You are my beloved Son; with You I am well pleased.”  He was pretty 

certain the Messiah, the Son of God, had come into the world. 

And John knew his job was to prepare the way for the Messiah, Jesus Christ.  John 

faithfully, boldly, unequivocally proclaimed the things the coming Christ would do!  He 

would judge the wicked and bring them to justice!  He did so directly to the faces of the 

wicked … not using some anonymous chatroom or blog site.  John called the most 

powerful people in Israel “A brood of vipers!”  He told the Herod, in no uncertain terms, 

having taking his brother’s wife for his own was adultery.  He wasn’t afraid to call 

anyone, anywhere out for their sin.  Telling them judgment was coming!  So, repent! 

And what did being a faithful messenger, preparing the way of the Lord get John?  It 

got him thrown in prison … awaiting a death sentence.  As he lay in prison, John saw 

Jesus … the one he knew to be the Messiah doing acts of compassion and mercy.  He 

wasn’t judging or bringing the fire of God’s wrath!  He’s healing the sick, casting out 

demons, raising the dead, preaching the good news of salvation, debating the value of 

religious practices like fasting, hanging out with sinners and tax collectors.  That’s all 

fine and good, but what about the judgment!  What about him?  Why isn’t Jesus bringing 
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the hammer down on those vipers … the Pharisees and Sadducees?  Why wasn’t he 

taking the ax of judgment to the clearly evil and corrupt root of Herod?  John’s 

expectations for the Messiah and what he was seeing didn’t match up.  Jesus might be the 

Son of God, but maybe someone else was still to come …  This problem turned what 

should’ve been joy about God’s presence in his life into despair.  And, in his moment of 

despair, he began to have doubts. 

What do we expect of Jesus?  The world around us seems to tell us we deserve to be 

happy and joyful now.  And if we’re not, we just need to try something else … buy 

something else … experience something else … hang out with someone else.  There are 

even many in the church tell us God wants us to be happy and fulfilled.  And, if we’re 

not, it’s a sign we’re not right with God.  A term for this teaching is “Prosperity Gospel.”   

And I’m here to tell you what God has to say about this kind of thought; not what I 

have to say … but, what God Himself has to say.  Jesus warns us, (Matthew 16:24) “If 

anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”   

Nowhere in God’s Word does He promise us we’ll have a life filled with blessings 

and comfort this side of heaven.  God doesn’t promise anybody in the world that they can 

satisfy their desires in anyway they’d like so they can be happy.  God doesn’t promise 

anybody in the world that they will have anything they want to make them happy.  God 

doesn’t promise anybody in the world that they’ll live without illness, unemployment, 

poverty, broken families, social rejection, or any other thing that might suck the joy out 

of life on this side of heaven.  Yet there are many in the world who believe this is exactly 

why our Father sent His Son into the world … to make us who believe happy in the here 

and now … while bringing down God’s wrath to those who don’t. 
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Aside from the fact that God’s Word doesn’t support this argument, this thinking 

causes many problems and actually leads people away from God and His true promises 

for them.  Many in the world who are suffering, and fall victim to this kind of prosperity 

theology, feel they need to do more to achieve His blessings.  Their suffering is an 

indication that God has rejected them and they need to do more … and do it better … to 

receive His blessing.  Others who are suffering, reject the notion that God can help at all 

and try to make themselves feel better by whatever means they feel is appropriate … 

spending time, energy, and money on substances, experiences, entertainment, even crime.  

In either case, a mistaken belief that the true God promises anybody joy and happiness in 

this world leads one away from Him, His Word, and His Body … into unbelief. 

Even the greatest prophet of all, John the Baptist, in his moment of despair, had 

doubt.  But … doubt is not unbelief.  In his doubt, John went to the one place he could go 

to resolve his doubt.   (Luke 7:18) “Jesus, ‘Are you the One who is to come?  Or shall we 

look for another?’”  As soon as Jesus hears the question, He doesn’t speak words.  He 

lets His actions speak for Him.  He heals people of diseases and plagues … He evicts evil 

spirits from possessed and tortured souls … He gives sight to the blind. 

Over 700 years prior, the Prophet Isaiah had this to say about the one who would be 

the Messiah, (Isaiah 35:5-6) “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of 

the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute 

sing for joy.”  Jesus told John’s disciples, (Luke 7:22) “Go and tell John what you have 

seen and heard.”  Jesus is the Messiah … He’s doing what God says the Messiah is 

called to do … and one day … someday … He will also finish His work by judging and 

redeeming His creation.  Jesus is, in fact, “The One to Come.”  Don’t look for another! 
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Jesus alleviated John’s doubt.  John knew who Jesus was.  Even as both were babies 

in their mothers’ wombs, John knew who Jesus was.  When Mary came to visit John’s 

mother Elizabeth, Elizabeth exclaimed, (Luke 1:43-44) “Why is this granted me that the 

mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting 

came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy!”  John jumped for joy in his 

mother’s womb at the presence of his Savior!   

Months later, His birth was announced to shepherds as an angel of the Lord 

exclaimed, (Luke 2:10) “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that 

will be for all the people.  For unto to you is born this day … a savior, who is Christ the 

Lord.”  Jesus, the Son of God, was born of a woman, being one with sinners.  He was 

born in order to suffer and die on the Cross to bring us great joy!   

Like John, in our moments of doubt, we turn to the only one who can alleviate our 

doubt … Jesus.  We have great joy in knowing that our sins … even when we doubt His 

Word and promises to us … we are forgiven.  Drawn to Him by faith, we live in this 

forgiveness each and every day, dwelling in the joy of knowing the answer to John’s 

question, (Luke 7:19) “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?”  

We live (Philippians 4:4a) “Rejoicing in the Lord always.” We look to nobody … other 

than Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior … to bring us into the unbelievable joy of eternal 

life with Him. 

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and 

minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.  (Philippians 4:7) 

James Kent 


