Spiritual Disciplines #13

“Festival or Funeral?”

various texts


When was the last time you yelled and cheered until you were hoarse?


When was the last time you laughed until you cried and your sides hurt?


When was the last time you felt like you were on top of the world?


Hopefully these occurrences were not so long ago that you can’t remember them. But I could safely say that, for most if not all of us, none of these happened in church on a Sunday morning.


And that’s too bad.


Oh, it’s perfectly acceptable to go to a sporting event or a concert and cheer and yell and clap until our ears and ringing, our voice is about gone and our hands hurt. We can go to a movie or hear a comedian (or even to a church social!) and laugh and have a great time. We can spend an evening with friends where the time flies by and we wonder why we don’t do that more often.


But in church? That’s another story!


I have one question for that: Says who?

Whoever said that going to church had to be like going to a dentist for a root canal? Whoever said that spirituality is shown by sadness, and that spiritual maturity is demonstrated by sorrow and misery? Or, as singer Larry Norman put it, “Why should the devil have all the good music?”


This idea that a true Christian looks like someone sucking on sour lemons is very popular, but it is not at all scriptural. What does the Bible say? “This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm 118:24). Yet we need to ask ourselves, “Does our worship look more like a festival or a funeral?”


As we come to the conclusion of our series on spiritual disciplines, we have arrived at the discipline of celebration. No, we are not celebrating because we have come to the end of the series on disciplines! But if you are like me, you might wonder, “Why is celebration included in this list? That doesn’t sound much like a discipline to me!”


Richard Foster (whose book Celebration of Discipline has formed the structure of this series) writes, 

Joy is the end result of the Spiritual Disciplines’ functioning in our lives. God brings about the transfor​mation of our lives through the Disciplines, and we will not know genuine joy until there is a transforming work within us… Joy is part of the fruit of the Spirit. Often I am inclined to think that joy is the motor, the thing that keeps everything else going. Without joyous celebration to infuse the other Disciplines, we will sooner or later abandon them. Joy produces energy. Joy makes us strong.


But why is celebration itself considered a spiritual discipline? Foster continues,

The decision to set the mind on the higher things of life is an act of the will. That is why celebration is a Discipline. It is not something that falls on our heads. It is the result of a consciously chosen way of thinking and living. When we choose this way, the healing and redemption in Christ will break into the inner recesses of our lives and relationships, and the inevitable result will be joy.


Thus celebration is a spiritual discipline. It is also a corporate discipline, meaning that it is to be exercised within the local church family. After all, isn’t celebration always better when there’s more than one person celebrating?

The Directive to Celebration


We must begin with the directive to celebration. In other words, the Lord has commanded us to celebrate. I would like to consider two texts in this regard, one from the Old Testament and one from the New Testament. The first is Nehemiah chapter eight. Our text actually begins with the last verse of chapter seven:

When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns, all the people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate. They told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the Lord had commanded for Israel. 

So on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were able to understand. He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law. 

Ezra the scribe stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion… 

Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood up. Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed down and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground. 

The Levites…instructed the people in the Law while the people were standing there. They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read. 

Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is sacred to the Lord your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 

Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Nehemiah 7:73-8:10).


There are many valuable lessons about worship coming from this passage. The central activity of worship was the reading and explaining of the Word of God. (I have personally adopted verse 8 as my goal as a preacher: to “read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.”) Notice the attitudes and actions of the worshipers here: they stood in honor of God’s Word, they bowed in humility before the Lord, they lifted their hands and said, “Amen!” to what Ezra said, and they wept as they heard the Scriptures proclaimed.


But the last action was not met with acceptance. Ezra, Nehemiah, and the worship leaders told the people, “Do not mourn or weep; this day is sacred to the Lord.” Then we read in verse ten, “the joy of the Lord is your strength.” Warren Wiersbe writes,

Assisted by the Levites, Nehemiah convinced the people to stop mourning and start celebrating. It is as wrong to mourn when God has forgiven us as it is to rejoice when sin has conquered us. The sinner has no reason for rejoicing and the forgiven child of God has no reason for mourning (Matt. 9:9–17). Yes, as God’s children we carry burdens and know what it is to weep (Neh. 2:1–2); but we also experience power that transforms sorrow into joy… It isn’t enough for us to read the Word or receive the Word; we must also rejoice in the Word.


Do we do that when we worship? Do we rejoice in the Word? When was the last time you let out a hearty “Amen!” to what you’ve heard? When was the last time you heard someone else do it? Did you turn around and glare at them? Did you think to yourself, “Why is that person disturbing the service?” Let me tell you—they’re not disturbing the service; they’re obeying the Scriptures! We need more of that in our services. Who knows—maybe you’ll wake up the person next to you!


What is this celebration of joy based upon? The joy of the Lord comes because we are forgiven, because we have communion and fellowship with a good Lord, and because we have an understanding of God’s Word.
 Those are all excellent reasons to rejoice!


Now turn in the New Testament to Philippians 4. Paul writes in verse four, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” He doesn’t say it once; he repeats it! In fact, Paul uses the word “joy” or “rejoice” some 16 times in just 104 verses in this letter. 

Notice that Paul’s words form an instruction, not a suggestion. Rejoicing in the Lord is not of marginal importance, nor is it an optional extra for evangelical extroverts. It is required. Why? Because “the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10).
 Chuck Swindoll notes, “Rejoicing is clearly a scriptural command. To ignore it…is disobedience.”
 Jerry Bridges adds, “It is a contradiction for a Christian who professes to be a child of the one and only God—who created the universe and who governs it for His glory and the good of His people—to wear a gloomy countenance.”

“But how am I supposed to force myself to be happy?” you might ask. In fact, you can’t. Happiness is an emotion that cannot be forced. But joy is not an emotion. James 1:2 says, “Count it all joy.” It is an act of the will, one that is commanded by God.

The Deterrents to Celebration

Unfortunately, not many Christians obey this directive to celebration. As Thomas Brooks wrote in his wonderfully titled book, An Ark for All God’s Noahs in a Gloomy, Stormy Day back in 1662, “It is one of the saddest sights in all the world to see a man who has God for his portion…to walk up and down this world with a dejected countenance.”
 

Why is this? Why do so many Christians walk around looking like they always need a Rolaids? I have discovered four deterrents to celebration that keep many believers from experiencing and expressing the joy of the Lord.

The first is sin. The Christian living in disobedience to God is perhaps the most miserable person on earth. Why? Because he knows that he is living in sin, and he knows that he shouldn’t be. But when he begins to understand that Christ has delivered him from the reign of sin, when he begins to see that he is united to Him who has all power and authority, and that it is possible to walk in obedience, he begins to have hope. And as he hopes in Christ, he begins to have joy. In the strength of this joy he begins to overcome the sins that so easily entangle him. He then finds that the joy of a holy walk is infinitely more satisfying than the fleeting pleasures of sin.
 The key to overcoming sin in our lives is confession, and when we experience the grace and forgiveness of God, our confession turns to celebration.

The second is situations. Often life is simply unfair and unpleasant. We face an uncertain future and sometimes our situation can weigh us down. Joy, however, is the absence of anxiety. We lose our joy when we experience anxiety.
 So how do we overcome anxiety and recapture joy? Paul tells us in Philippians 4:6-7, 

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything; tell God your needs, and don't forget to thank him for his answers. If you do this, you will experience God's peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand. His peace will keep your thoughts and your hearts quiet and at rest as you trust in Christ Jesus [The Living Bible].
Have you ever asked someone how they are doing, and they reply, “Not bad under the circumstances”? The next time that happens, ask them, “Why are you living under those?” We are called to live above our circumstances, content in the knowledge that God is in control so that we need not worry about anything. Foster writes, “The spirit of celebration will not be in us until we have learned to be ‘careful for nothing’. And we will never have a carefree indifference to things until we trust God.”


Someone in the Bible who learned this lesson was Habakkuk, one of my favorite characters. Throughout this little book Habakkuk was all worked up about what was going on in his world. He looked around and saw injustice, and it seemed that God wasn’t doing anything. Then, when God did something about it, that didn’t seem fair either! Finally God sat him down and said, “Look, Habakkuk, I know that life doesn’t make much sense from your vantage point. You don’t have all the answers; you couldn’t handle them if you did. Just trust me to take care of it, okay?” (Very loose paraphrase of the original Hebrew!) By the end of the book, he got it. We read in Habakkuk 3:17-18

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. 

What was he saying? “Even though I cannot rejoice in my circumstances, I can rejoice in God. He is my song, He is my salvation, and He is my strength.” The prophet saw everything in the land falling apart, but he was still able to rejoice in the Lord.
 He didn’t let the situations of life steal his joy.

A third deterrent to celebration is seriousness. This is the expected attitude we are told we should exhibit. “Oh, it’s okay for children to laugh and play, but when you grow up, it’s time to get serious. So put on a frown and show everyone how spiritual you are!”


Really? Where did we get that one? Not from Scripture! Paul writes in Romans 14:17, “The kingdom of God is…righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” Did you catch that last word—joy? That’s right, the kingdom of God is about joy! Donald Grey Barnhouse observes,
Joy is the first outward mark of the presence of Christ in a man. If a believer is not joyful, it is almost certain that he does not possess the peace of God, and one may even doubt whether he has righteousness.


Remember also that joy is listed as one aspect of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23. When the Spirit of God lives within us, He produces joy. What does that tell us when we don’t experience and exhibit joy in our lives?


Then fourthly, self-consciousness is a deterrent to celebration. We’re too afraid to allow ourselves to rejoice and celebrate because of what other people think (especially the ones who adopt the attitude that seriousness is next to godliness). We’re afraid to sing out because we might be off key. We’re afraid to say, “Amen!” during the sermon because someone might not like it. We’re afraid to laugh out loud because it might draw attention to ourselves. Here’s what I have to say to that: Get over yourself! This kind of self-consciousness is nothing short of pride.


So what if you’re a little off key? (Or even a lot off key?) So what if you don’t have the greatest voice? So what if people look at you funny? Smile back at them! Don’t allow anybody else to rob you of the joy that God wants you to experience and, in fact, commands you to exhibit! 


Remember David, who danced before the Lord when the ark was returned? His wife didn’t like it, but he didn’t care! He was more interested in what the Lord thought.


Foster comments,

Far and away the most important benefit of celebration is that it saves us from taking ourselves too seriously. This is a desperately needed grace for all those who are earnest about the Spiritual Disciplines. It is an occupational hazard of devout folk to become stuffy bores. This should not be. Of all people, we should be the most free, alive, interesting.


When was the last time you heard a Christian (or a Christian church) described in those terms?

The Demonstration of Celebration


“All right, then,” you may admit, “so we are told to rejoice. How do we do that?” Let’s turn briefly to Psalm 95 for the answer. There are three steps to the demonstration of celebration in this psalm.


The first is heartfelt rejoicing, in verses 1-2. “Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. Let us come before him with thanksgiving and extol him with music and song.” It doesn’t say, “Sing solo—so low no one around can hear you.” It says, “Sing for joy…shout aloud.” I’m the first to admit that singing and music do not equal worship, but I also affirm that congregational singing can either set the tone for worship or absolutely squelch it. When it’s time to sing, sing out!


The second is humble reverence, in verses 6-7. “Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the Lord our Maker; for he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care.” There is a place for quiet worship, during the prayer time and at the Lord’s Table. Our worship should be marked by an appropriate balance between these two activities of heartfelt rejoicing and humble reverence.


The third, and most important, is holy response, as seen in verses 7-8, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts…” Obedience is the key to worship—and it is the key to celebration, too. Jesus said, “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). In this statement Jesus links obedience and joy in a cause and effect manner; that is, joy results from obedience. Only those who are obedient—who are pursuing holiness as a way of life—will know the joy that comes from God.
 Foster concludes,
The joy of the Lord is not merely a good feeling. It is acquainted with suffering and sorrow, heartache and pain. It is not found by seeking it. It does not come by trying to pump up the right emotions, or by having a cheery disposition, or by attempting to be an optimist… In the spiritual life only one thing will produce genuine joy, and that is obedience. The old hymn tells us that there is no other way to be happy in Jesus but to “trust and obey.”

So the choice is ours. We can be joyless Christians, or we can be joyful Christians. We can go through life bored, glum and complaining, or we can rejoice in the Lord, in our names being written in heaven, in the hope of an eternal inheritance. It is both our privilege and our duty to be joyful. To be joyless is to dishonor God and to deny His love and His control over our lives. It is practical atheism. To be joyful is to experience the power of the Holy Spirit within us, and to say to a watching world, “Our God reigns.” Joy is a fruit of the Spirit. It is a result of His work, but it is also something we must do. We must, by His power, rejoice.


That is why celebration is a spiritual discipline. It is something we must do, even when we don’t feel like it, when we can’t understand what is happening around us and why, or when it seems that nobody else is doing it. We must rise above our emotions, above our circumstances, and perhaps even above our companions and celebrate God’s love, grace, and mercy. The great thing is, the more we do it, the more we want to do it. The more we trust and obey, the more “happy in Jesus” we will be. And the more others will want what we have.

�Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline (London: Hodder & Stoughton, ©1989).


�Ibid.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Determined (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1992).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Quest For Renewal (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1986).


�D. Stuart Briscoe, Bound For Joy (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1975).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Laugh Again (Dallas: Word Books, ©1992, 1995).


�Jerry Bridges, The Practice of Godliness (Colorado Springs, CO: Navpress, ©1983).


�Thomas Brooks, An Ark for All God’s Noahs in a Gloomy Stormy Day (1662).


�Jerry Bridges, The Pursuit of Holiness (Colorado Springs: Navpress, ©1978).


�Cyril J. Barber, Nehemiah and the Dynamics of Effective Leadership (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Brothers, ©1976).


�Foster, op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, From Worry To Worship (Lincoln, NE: The Good News Broadcasting Association, ©1983).


�Donald Grey Barnhouse, Romans: Expositions of Bible Doctrines Taking the Epistle to the Romans as a Point of Departure, Volume 10: God’s Glory (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, ©1964).


�Foster, op. cit.


�Bridges, The Pursuit of Holiness.


�Foster, op. cit.


�Bridges, The Practice of Godliness.





