
The Great Announcement!
We’ve been talking during the Advent season about God's gift to us at Christmas. We talked about Jesus bringing light into our world and we saw the tremendous impact that Jesus has had on history. We talked about the need to move into a deeper relationship with Jesus by recognizing his purpose for our lives. Today as we begin a new year we’re going to take a look at God's Gift of Joy.  God wants to give you and I an incredible joy for all of life.
That is the gift that God seeks to bring us at Christmas. He is seeking a way to bring a gift where the thought and the gift are one. Joy is the thought and joy is the gift. And this gift comes to our world through a great announcement, through the spoken word. Listen to the angel. 
“Don’t be afraid!” he said. “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone! The Savior—yes, the Messiah, the Lord—has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David!”
We hear that message every year and yet joy seems so elusive in our lives. Why is it that God has given us a gift of Joy and yet Joy is so hard to find? In Galatians 5 Paul tells us that one of the fruits of the spirit is joy. If that is the case then Christians ought to be a joyful people all the time. We ought to exude joy. People should want to follow us around so that they can sponge off our joy. As Christians our joy should be contagious! But we know that for most of us that is not the case. 
I want to say today that joy is not something that is automatic. Joy is a choice. As we open this gift we must chose to incorporate it into our lives. Sometimes I think we settle for a little happiness because we cannot fathom what joy might really be. C. S. Lewis captures this thought when he says.
“If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that to desire our own good and earnestly to hope for the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I submit that this notion has crept in from Kant and the stoics and is no part of the Christian faith. Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of rewards and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the gospels, it would seem that our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far to easily pleased.”
What keeps us from opening this gift of joy! Many things possibly, but I think there are a few that hit us most often. 
First of all I think we tend to settle for happiness rather than risking joy. Have you ever been tempted to give someone a gift of words that said how much they mean to you? Sometimes we may be tempted to do that but then that is a very risky gift isn’t it. It is easy to give a material gift but what would happen if we were to offer a gift that was risky, and yet more precious than any of the others. We are not fundamentally risk takers especially when it comes to our emotions and our relationships. But sometimes that is where the greatest joy comes from. It was a huge risk for God to come to earth as a human being and die on a cross. There was no guarantee that it would get him anything. But God risked it because he knew that there would be joy in it, even though it would be filled with pain and great sadness. 
We pay too much attention to circumstances and too little attention to who God is. Oswald Chambers has written, “Joy is the great note all through the Bible. We have the notion of Joy that arises from good spirits or good health, but the miracle of the joy of God has nothing to do with a person’s life or his circumstances or the condition he is in. Jesus Christ does not come to a person and say, “Cheer up.” He plants within each person the miracle of the joy of God’s own nature.” 
All people, ourselves included, tend to confuse joy and happiness. Happiness is often based on circumstances. But happiness is fleeting because circumstances change; there are very few constants in life. If our joy is always based on circumstances we will not find much in this life. But Chambers points out that, as Christians, our joy comes from having the joy of Christ planted within us. 
We real at the complexity of life and we easily forget the simplicity of joy. If you are like me you spend a lot of time worrying about the complexity of your life. There are so many things to do and so little time. There are so many things you want to experience and yet most of us will only experience a very little of what we want. And yet in the midst of all of these things joy eludes us because we are not focused on the things that bring us joy. “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” John 15:10-11.
I sometimes get caught in this with my children. I would like to give them toys to play with so that they can go play and I can have time alone. At first, I believe that time alone is what will really bring me joy. But what they really want the most and what brings me the most joy is to simply be with them. And so we wrestle and we play together, we play board games for hours on end, and I and they experience great joy.
We do that with our heavenly father. We make his call on our lives way to complex. He calls us to simple obedience and faithfulness. We are the ones who begin to build all the hoops that a person has to jump through in order to be close to God. We say a person has to read this book or do this study or believe this way in order to be right with God.  
	Our scripture today, I think, can help us as we seek the joy that God has for us. The shepherds were in the same boat we are and in a way they symbolize the average person as God’s message of love comes into their lives. There are three things that they did that we can emulate as we seek to open our gift of joy this year.
	They were out in their fields near Bethlehem and God brought them a message of joy.  They made some choices, some simple choices, which brought joy into their lives.  The first choice they made was to choose to hear the good news.
Have you ever been really down and the phone rings and you pick it up and it’s some good news?  All of a sudden, even for a moment, your spirits are lifted.  You’ve just seen the power that good news has to bring joy into our lives. Joy is a choice but sometimes we need a little push to choose in the right direction.
It’s the kind of thing that happened to these shepherds the first Christmas.  Luke 2:10 says, “But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.”  All of a sudden in the ordinary routine of life God brought them a message of joy.  They were not very special people. They did not have the high-powered jobs of the time. They were not getting rich as shepherds and yet God thought they might be open to hearing the message of joy. This was good news and it was for all the people.    
	God is reaching down to share an incredible piece of news with the world and these young men have a choice to make. Are they going to hear it or not? Imagine if you will that you received a message like this from angels. Would you be open to hearing it or not? Many of us would let the message go by just because it came to us in such a strange way. But they were willing to hear it and open to receiving the Joy that God had for the whole world that night. Their joy was that the salvation spoken was for them also, and they were the first to hear the proclamation.
	Even in the midst of their struggles and ordinary life problems joy came knocking and they chose to hear it. Just like it says in James 1:2-3 “Dear brothers and sisters whenever trouble comes your way let it be an opportunity for joy for when your faith is tested your endurance has a chance to grow.”    
The second thing they did was to follow God’s instructions and obediently carry them out. Once they heard the message they again had a choice to make. They could have walked away shaking their heads saying, “Whoa, that was weird, I hope I never see anything that strange again. I’m not going looking for a child tonight, do you take me for a fool?” Or, “well that was exciting! It sure brightened up our evening didn’t it. But we’ve got to watch these sheep” They didn’t do either of these things. They listened to the message and then they set out to do what the angels had said. 
	They chose to listen to God rather than worry about their worldly status. They left the sheep behind. They abandoned their job for the good news. They counted all of it loss. Joy is not found in the material things of life. Joy is a gift of God and a choice on our part. When we seek joy in our lives we set aside the things of this world and we look to God. We find joy in obedience.
Finally, they found joy in telling others the good news. This part is often missed when we hear the Christmas story but the shepherds were the first evangelists in the gospels. The scripture says, “When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about the child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.” They found joy in sharing the good news with others. They were so excited about what they had heard and that when they faithfully did what the angel said, they found the child just like they had been told. It worked! They saw this amazing sight of God coming into the world just like the angel had said. They were full of joy! Not just happy or giddy, they knew shear joy. 
This Year, as in all of life, you have a choice to make also. He is seeking to give you a gift where the thought and the gift are one. The thought is joy to the world, the gift is joy in your life. How are you going to respond to the good news that God has come into the world. Are you open to hearing the news? Are you going to obediently seek God out, and begin a relationship with him? Will you chose to spread the news? Will you give a safe gift to those you love or a risky gift? These are the keys to the joy we seek. They are the package we are invited to unwrap. Thanks be to God for this gift of joy!
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