
 

 

The Theology of Joy Pt 1: Old Testament Rejoicing! 
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Text: James 1:2-4 

 Welcome to one of the many Christians' favorite passages of Scripture, and rightly so!  This passage 
has been and will continue to be a great source of strength to believers, as God intended.  In terms 
of providing comfort, these verses right up there with some favorites:  

 
For his anger endureth but a moment; in his favour is life: weeping may endure for a night, but joy 
cometh in the morning.  (Psa 30:5 KJV) 
 
It is of the LORD'S mercies that we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not. They are new 
every morning: great is thy faithfulness. (Lam 3:22-23 KJV) 
 
Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and 
learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is 
easy, and my burden is light."  (Mat 11:28-30 ESV) 

 
A Few Opening Thoughts: 
1. Hallelujah!  I love this passage in James for many reasons.  One reason is because it obviously 

implies that joy, in its most Christ-based sense, is a decision. 
2. What I mean is that it is something we can acquire; something we can purchase with our emotional 

and mental faculties; something we can decide to have (we can "count" situations joy!) based upon 
Christ's marvelous work!  Hallelujah again! 

3. Joy, in its most wonderful aspect, is not based upon circumstances, but based upon Christ, which 
means it is available for the believer…NOW! 

4. Never forget this dear friends: Happiness is based on fickle, fallible circumstances; Joy is based 
upon the full, finished cross of Jesus.  From prison, Paul via the Holy Spirit penned words that 
encapsulate this heart of Jesus-based rejoicing….. 

 

 For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.  (Php 1:21 ESV) 

 Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord. To write the same things to you is no trouble to me and 
is safe for you. (Php 3:1 ESV) 

 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as 
loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have 
suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be 
found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which 
comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith-- that I may 
know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in 
his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. (Php 3:7-11 
ESV) 

 
5. Joy dear friends, was purchased for us by our Lord; it is part of our Christian heritage poured into 

our hearts by the Spirit; it is granted at the movement of conversion and cultivated over a life of 
obedience, prayer, study of Scripture, faith, and good works! 

6. Yes, this should be the Church's sense of it; our current and living picture of it; and yet it remains a 
joy that points forwards to the fullest expression of it: eternity! 

 



 

 

 Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him 
and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining the outcome of your 
faith, the salvation of your souls. (1Pe 1:8-9 ESV) 

 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs 
of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes." (Rev 7:17 ESV) 

 
Definitions: 
1. Webster's 1828 Dictionary defines joy, in part, as "A delight of the mind, from the consideration of 

the present or assured approaching possession of a good." 

 “Joy” in James 1:2 is “chara” in Greek, which means, “Cheerfulness; calm delight; gladness.” 

 New Testament joy again, is connected to Christ and His work…but I’m getting ahead of 
myself… 

2. Let me not diminish even one iota of the Theology of Joy, for the Old Testament also speaks of a sort 
of joy and rejoicing that is current and tangible, a "right now" kind of joy, based in fellowship with 
and the deliverance of God.  Old Testament joy looked more towards God’s keeping of temporary 
promises than New Testament joy.  This is in keeping with one of the core differences between the 
Old Testament and the New.  As Charles Spurgeon rightly said: 

 “The old covenant was a covenant of prosperity.  The new covenant is a covenant of adversity 
whereby we are being weaned from this present world and made meet for the world to come.” 

3. When defining “joy,” The International Standard Bible Commentary states: 

 "Religion is conceived of as touching the deepest springs of emotion, including the feeling of 
exultant gladness which often finds outward expression in such actions as leaping, shouting, and 
singing.  Joy is repeatedly shown to be the natural outcome of fellowship with God." 

4. So let us consider joy in the Old Testament and glean from its pages strength and encouragement.  
God is still God; He still moves; He still intervenes on behalf of His people! 

 
Old Testament Rejoicing! 
1. First, know that God rejoiced in blessing His people! 

 Jer 32:40-41 ESV  I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away from 
doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn from 
me.  (41)  I will rejoice in doing them good, and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness, with 
all my heart and all my soul. 

 Jer 29:10-12 ESV  "For thus says the LORD: When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will 
visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place.  (11)  For I know 
the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a 
future and a hope.  (12)  Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will hear 
you. 

 God’s purposes for His people were redemptive, even when they were being hard-headed.   
God loves His people! 

 Deu 7:6-9 ESV  "For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen 
you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the 
earth.  (7)  It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set 
his love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples,  (8)  but it is because the 
LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers, that the LORD has brought 
you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of 
Pharaoh king of Egypt.  (9)  Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who 
keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a 



 

 

thousand generations… 
 
2. God established an environment of rejoicing and fruitfulness in the Garden! 

 Gen 1:27-31 ESV  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them.  (28)  And God blessed them. And God said to them, "Be 
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea 
and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth."  (29)  And 
God said, "Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the earth, 
and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food.  (30)  And to every beast of the 
earth and to every bird of the heavens and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything 
that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food." And it was so.  (31)  And God 
saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and 
there was morning, the sixth day. 

 
3. God’s people were to rejoice in His Presence! 

 Adam and Eve walked and talked with God!  Gen 3:8 ESV  And they heard the sound of the LORD 
God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from 
the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 

 God’s purpose was always to be close to His creations!  Psa 16:11 ESV  You make known to me 
the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures 
forevermore. 

 When David brought up the Ark from Kiriath-Jearim, this was the scene: “1Ch 13:8 ESV  And 
David and all Israel were rejoicing before God with all their might, with song and lyres and harps 
and tambourines and cymbals and trumpets.” 

 Who can forget David’s great prayer in Psalms 51?  Psa 51:10-12 ESV  Create in me a clean heart, 
O God, and renew a right spirit within me.  (11)  Cast me not away from your presence, and take 
not your Holy Spirit from me.  (12)  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a 
willing spirit. 

 
4. The people were also to rejoice in their God, for all He had done! 

 Lev 23:40 ESV  And you shall take on the first day the fruit of splendid trees, branches of palm 
trees and boughs of leafy trees and willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice before the LORD 
your God seven days. 

 Deu 12:7 ESV  And there you shall eat before the LORD your God, and you shall rejoice, you and 
your households, in all that you undertake, in which the LORD your God has blessed you. 

 1Ch 16:8-10 ESV  Oh give thanks to the LORD; call upon his name; make known his deeds among 
the peoples!  (9)  Sing to him; sing praises to him; tell of all his wondrous works!  (10)  Glory in his 
holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice! 

 Psa 40:16 ESV  But may all who seek you rejoice and be glad in you; may those who love your 
salvation say continually, "Great is the LORD!" 

 Psa 32:11 ESV  Be glad in the LORD, and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in 
heart! 

 Psa 92:1-5 ESV  A Psalm. A Song for the Sabbath. It is good to give thanks to the LORD, to sing 
praises to your name, O Most High;  (2)  to declare your steadfast love in the morning, and your 
faithfulness by night,  (3)  to the music of the lute and the harp, to the melody of the lyre.  (4)  For 
you, O LORD, have made me glad by your work; at the works of your hands I sing for joy.  (5)  
How great are your works, O LORD! Your thoughts are very deep! 



 

 

 
5. God established regular times for extravagant rejoicing…in their feasts! 

 After the establishment of the Law, God said, “Three times in the year you shall keep a feast to 
me.  (15)  You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread. As I commanded you, you shall eat 
unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed time in the month of Abib, for in it you came 
out of Egypt. None shall appear before me empty-handed.  (16)  You shall keep the Feast of 
Harvest, of the firstfruits of your labor, of what you sow in the field. You shall keep the Feast of 
Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of your labor.” Exo 
23:14-16 ESV   

 There were a few others feasts, and mostly they were to be joyful times!  Matthew Henry wrote, 
“They must feast together before the Lord, eating and drinking together, in token of their joy in 
God and their grateful sense of his goodness to them; for a feast is made for laughter, O what a 
good Master do we serve, who has made it our duty to rejoice before him, who feasts his 
servants when they are in waiting! Never let religion be called a melancholy thing, when its 
solemn services are solemn feasts.” 

 It is in this feasting context that we find another favorite verse: “Neh 8:10 ESV  Then he said to 
them, "Go your way. Eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions to anyone who has 
nothing ready, for this day is holy to our Lord. And do not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is 
your strength.” 

 Look at the great promise from Zechariah, where fasting turns into feasting!  Zec 8:19 ESV  "Thus 
says the LORD of hosts: The fast of the fourth month and the fast of the fifth and the fast of the 
seventh and the fast of the tenth shall be to the house of Judah seasons of joy and gladness and 
cheerful feasts. Therefore love truth and peace. 

 
6. There was even an annual celebration where the people were literally to “turn on of the tithes into 

money” to go and rejoice before the Lord! 

 Deu 14:24-26 ESV  And if the way is too long for you, so that you are not able to carry the tithe, 
when the LORD your God blesses you, because the place is too far from you, which the LORD 
your God chooses, to set his name there,  (25)  then you shall turn it into money and bind up the 
money in your hand and go to the place that the LORD your God chooses  (26)  and spend the 
money for whatever you desire--oxen or sheep or wine or strong drink, whatever your appetite 
craves. And you shall eat there before the LORD your God and rejoice, you and your household. 

 Please don’t miss our point here today: look beyond the regulation to the call for celebration! 
 
7. God’s people were to rejoice in His Word! 

 Psa 1:1-2 ESV  Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the 
way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers;  (2)  but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and 
on his law he meditates day and night. 

 Psa 19:8 ESV  the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the 
LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes; 

 Psa 48:11 ESV  Let Mount Zion be glad! Let the daughters of Judah rejoice because of your 
judgments! 

 Psa 119:47-48 ESV  for I find my delight in your commandments, which I love.  (48)  I will lift up 
my hands toward your commandments, which I love, and I will meditate on your statutes. 

 Psa 119:162 ESV  I rejoice at your word like one who finds great spoil. 

 Psa 112:1 ESV  Praise the LORD! Blessed is the man who fears the LORD, who greatly delights in 
his commandments! 



 

 

 Jer 15:16 ESV  Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and 
the delight of my heart, for I am called by your name, O LORD, God of hosts. 

 
Final Thoughts: 
In the Old Testament, God’s people, insofar as they were obedient, were to rejoice in the good things 
God had given them: land, family, children, health, long years, His precepts, His protection, His blessing, 
and His Presence.  We often think of God in the Old Testament as wrathful.  The truth is that joyfulness 
has always been God’s desire for His people, right from the Garden of Eden.  We see them rejoice when 
they were delivered from Egypt (Ex 15), rejoice when entering the Promised Land (Jos 4-6), rejoice when 
God gave them victory over enemies (2 Chr 20:27), and rejoice as they returned from captivity (Neh 
8:17).   
 
Joy has always been one of the blessings of belonging to Him!  On this side of the cross, our joy can and 
should be much greater, as we’ll work through next week if it be the Lord’s will.   
 
But for today, how about praying this simple prayer with me?  Oh Lord, increase our joy in You! 
 
Amen. 


