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The Elusive Fruit 

Just what is joy? Chances are, you have a hard time defining it, or keeping it 

when it comes. 
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WATCHING MY CHILD go all out in an athletic event usually creates a lump in my throat; I 

just can’t talk at the moment, thank you! Watching the faces of Christian young people as they sing 

praise to almighty God often pierces my heart, and the run-away tears cannot be contained. 

Witnessing the pain-dipped miracle of a child’s birth brings joy unspeakable, and tears. Have 

you noticed how the victorious home-going of a special saint mingles joy and tears? Sorrow, pain, 

and joy seem to be friends. Even death’s dark valley can be joy-filled when faith’s vision sees that 

distant city and anticipates its blessings. 

Who hasn’t wept with joy over one sinner who repents, who changes, who begins to walk a 

productive path as Christ’s new creature? How about weddings? Men of steel get misty-eyed, but 

from joy at least as much as from sorrow. 

DEFINING THE INDEFINABLE 

So what is joy? Is it a symptom, a surprise, a sovereign bestowal, a supernatural response? Why 

does it pop up under every conceivable circumstance? And why is it elusive as a butterfly, dying if 

you hold onto it? 

Christ, for the joy set before Him, endured the Cross (Hebrews 12:2). John was filled with joy 

because his children walked in truth (2 John 4). John the Baptist was filled with joy upon meeting 

Jesus (Luke 1:44). Nehemiah claimed the joy of the Lord was his strength (Neh. 8:10). Isaiah talked 

of eternal joy (Isaiah 35:10). 

Heaven’s angels are filled with joy over a repentant sinner (Luke 15:10). David reminds us that 

the joy of our salvation can be lost (Psalm 51:12). Jeremiah said God’s word brought joy to his life 

(Jeremiah 15:16). In God’s presence we will know fullness of joy (Psalm 16:11). God’s protection is 

one source of joy (Psalm 28:7). Solomon reminds us that joy is God’s gift to good men (Proverbs 

10:28). Because we know the testing of our faith builds perseverance, James says, we can be filled 

with joy under all circumstances (James 1:2–3). 



Although joy probably is hard to define, I would suggest, with these examples in view, that it is 

an attitude, a disposition, a deep, settled confidence that a loving heavenly Father is in control of 

the details of my life. 

OBSERVATIONS ON JOY 

Here are a few thoughts on joy that might help you grasp better what it is and how to experience 

it: 

What is the source of joy? Joy as Spirit-induced fruit is an instructive and thought-provoking 

analogy. It takes time, diligence, patience, and hard work to make an apple tree productive. Fruit is 

not instantaneous! It is a victory over weather, bugs, weeds, poor soil, and neglect. If the Spirit’s 

indwelling presence guaranteed the presence of joy, every believer would be rejoicing all the time. 

We’re not. Joy as a way of living is a hard-won victory over entrenched attitudes of apathy, 

pessimism, doubt, unbelief, and despair. 

Spirit-produced means that God the Spirit hovers over the beleaguered vine and prunes away 

whatever hinders joy. There’s much to be cut away. As such, the growing presence of joy is a 

victory against great odds. Although the Spirit works to build a disposition of joy, joy must not be 

limited to an attitude. Sometimes it is a surprise, a gift, a spiritual serendipity, a flash of light, 

warmth, color; a touch, a word, a reunion, an anticipated reward. Although at times it flashes white 

hot like burning brush, more often than not joy is a slow-burning oak log banked for the night. 

Two things that quench joy. Although the Spirit’s pruning knife is quick to cut back shoots of 

doubt and unbelief, He faces two serious problems: the predisposition of many Christians toward 

practical atheism, and the proliferation of the “gospel of success.” 

Make no mistake about it, the “practical atheist” is a Christian—but he lives with little or no 

confidence that God is in control of the details of his life. Like ancient Israel, he dares ask, “Is the 

LORD among us or not?” (Exodus 17:7). 

Worry, panic, despair, pessimism are permanent residences for the practical atheist. Not 

acknowledging that his pain-filled days are days of the Sovereign Lord’s making, he has no 

predisposition to rejoice and be glad in them. The Christian injunctions “Take no thought for 

tomorrow; don’t worry about what you will eat, wear, or drink. Don’t be concerned about your life’s 

length. Your heavenly Father knows you have need of these things” are to the practical atheist 

nonsense, though they are the logical attitude of one who truly believes Jesus’ reminder that God is 

aware of and controls the details of our lives. 

For the practical atheist, continued unbelief becomes a life of tragic pessimism and despair. 

Sorrow . . . yes! But we need not sorrow as those who have no hope! Suffering? Absolutely! But it is 

nothing to be compared to the glory ahead for us (Romans 8:18)! Count it all joy (James 1:2)! But 

the practical atheist cannot, because he does not abide in the Source of joy. 

The gospel of success teaches that our divine warranty guarantees wealth and happiness. It 

doesn’t. Many heroes of the faith, giants, were burned, cut in two, sawn asunder. Bursting with faith, 

they lived in caves and holes in the ground. The world was not worthy of them. Trusting completely 

in their heavenly Father, they were mocked and beaten, chained and imprisoned. Happiness? Hardly. 

But joy? Read Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and hear them rejoice at being counted worthy to suffer for 

His sake. In love’s service, only wounded soldiers can serve! (Hebrews 11.) 

The pursuit of material things is a detour from joy. The Good Book says it is impossible to love 

both the Master and money. It’s one or the other. Only One will produce joy. 

Joy is a front-line truth. It seems to frequent the foxholes, the centers of pain and affliction in 

our lives. A joyous praise service in a bloodstained, pain-filled Philippian jail cell overflowed into a 

jailor’s humble abode (Acts 16). The result? “. . . the whole family was filled with joy, because they 

had come to believe in God” (Acts 16:34). 



Paul’s and Silas’s deep confidence in God’s sovereignty overshadowed their pain and 

discomfort, vetoing the option of despair. A joyful disposition surprised everyone. It turned their 

prison into a prism through which the glory of God could shine. 

Joy is a decision. “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many 

kinds . . .” (James 1:2). Mark it well, my friend, James doesn’t suggest that the painful trials of life 

are to be viewed as joyous. He is challenging us to be filled with joy because of the potential 

benefits, the outcome, the results of an appropriate response to difficulty. 

Christ endured the rough-hewn killing tree, despising its shame, “for the joy set before him” 

(Hebrews 12:2). Anticipation of a future result helped Him face the torture of wood, sin, and iron. 

James says joy is an appropriate response to trials “because you know that the testing of your faith 

develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, 

not lacking anything” (James 1:3–4). 

Joy is a decision based on what we know. Ours is not a meaningless suffering. Our pain is not 

without positive benefit. Our persecutions for godly living do not escape the attention of a caring, 

loving Father. He not only makes a way of escape (2 Cor. 10:13), but His micas-touch also turns 

present suffering into rust-proof silver and gold deposited in personally assigned, eternally safe 

deposit boxes beyond the reach of moths and thieves (1 Peter 1:6–9). 

Joy comes when we believe what we know to be true. It should not surprise us, therefore, that 

doubt is a great enemy of joy. Joy is a logical response to the biblical revelation of the Person and 

work of Christ. Joy is the logical outcome of one’s trust in God’s desire and ability to control all the 

details of one’s life. 

Joy springs, then, from the life-soil enriched with a growing knowledge of God and the promises 

of His Word. Ignorance is one of the great enemies of joy. We miss out on joy when we don’t know 

the works of God. God has not failed one person for one second of all eternity! He will never fail 

you. Jesus never fails . . . period! Friends may fail, the business may fail, health may fail . . . but 

Jesus never fails. He always cares, always listens, always does what is in our eternal best interest. 

Always!  

AN EYE TOWARD ETERNITY 

Just as we rejoice to know God has our eternal best interest in mind, so joy springs from a life 

lived with eternity’s values in view. 

Moses turned his back on the short-lived, sin-crusted pleasures of Egypt because he “was 

looking ahead to his reward” (Hebrews 11:26). Abraham lived as a stranger and pilgrim with only a 

goatskin tent between him and the elements because he was “looking forward to the city with 

foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10). The disciples were told not to 

entertain troubled hearts because their Master was a mansion builder who would someday lay aside 

His carpenter’s apron and welcome His forever children into their custom-built, eternal home (John 

14:1ff). 

Joy comes from taking the promises of God out of mothballs and reviewing them when all hell 

seems to be breaking out on this sin-crazed planet. It is filling our minds and hearts with the truth 

about God in the midst of the storm. It is the confidence of Paul’s prison cell declaration, “The Lord 

will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom” (2 Tim. 

4:18)—words from a man who has just declared that his time of departure (martyrdom) is at hand (2 

Tim. 4:6–8). 

Joy is the uniform experience of the faith-filled heroes of Hebrews 11 who did not receive the 

things promised but saw them, welcomed them, and admitted that they were strangers and pilgrims 

on this earth. Their hearts were in tune with their hope. Strange as it may seem, tribulation—when 



properly processed—produces hope. Where there is hope, there is joy. Joy-filled folks are those who 

have learned to process pressure productively. They count it all joy because they know: 

God’s promises are irrevocable. God never fails. 

God has planned a future for His children beyond their wildest dreams. 

God will deliver us safely to His heavenly Kingdom. 

God’s presence is the ultimate home of joy. 

God attends to the cry of His children. 

God remembers our frame, that we are but dust. 

God is touched with the feelings of our infirmities. 

God is in control of the details of our lives. 

God’s joy is our strength. 

God’s children can count it all joy . . . because they know God! 

 


