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Week Five: Hidden Joy
Breaking the hard ground of misaligned focus and spiritual lack

Key Scriptures: Galatians 5:22; Nehemiah 8:10
Additional Scriptures: Psalm 16:11; Proverbs 4:23; Psalm 42:5; Psalm 121:1–2 (ESV); John 15:4-5 
You may want to include a testimony each week to inspire:
Testimony Subject – Share a time when joy was rediscovered not because circumstances changed but because your focus returned to God. 

Please adapt this sermon starter as you see fit, to meet the needs of your corps. 

Introduction and Context
As we continue the Hidden to Whole journey, we are reminded that God’s transforming work often begins quietly, in places we may not be paying attention to. Throughout this series we have reflected on the gifts God has already planted within us: hope, boldness, peace and love. Scripture consistently presents these not as qualities we strive to produce, but as gifts rooted in God’s character and sustained by his Spirit. Yet life has a way of shifting our focus. Pressure, responsibility and disappointment can slowly draw our attention away from God, causing the gifts he has given to become hidden beneath the surface. This week we turn our attention to hidden joy.

The Cambridge Dictionary defines joy as a feeling of ‘great happiness’, but Scripture offers us a deeper understanding. The psalmist declares, ‘You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy’ (Psalm 16:11 ESV). Here, joy is not rooted primarily in how we feel or what is happening around us, but in relationship with God. It is not something added to life when circumstances go well, but something that flows from being near to God himself. Joy is located in God’s presence. It is shaped by trust and attentiveness and is the fruit of a life oriented towards God. Kay Warren describes joy as ‘the settled assurance that God is in control of all the details of my life, the quiet confidence that ultimately everything is going to be all right, and the determined choice to praise God in all things’[footnoteRef:1]. This reflects the biblical picture of joy as confidence in who God is, rather than control over circumstances. [1:  Warren, Kay (2013). Choose Joy: Because Happiness Isn’t Enough. Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group.
] 



Part 1 – When Joy Becomes Distorted
· In Galatians 5 Paul names joy as part of the fruit of the Spirit. This matters, because fruit is not produced through effort but grows through our connection to God as the Holy Spirit works within us. 
· Joy, then, grows as we remain rooted in God’s presence. When joy feels distant, Scripture often invites us not into self-blame but into noticing where our lives may have become disconnected from its source.
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· When joy is tied to happiness, it becomes dependent on things going well. Seasons of grief, uncertainty or struggle can then lead us to assume that joy has disappeared altogether. In these moments we may not consciously turn away from God, but we can begin to protect ourselves by shifting our focus toward controlling outcomes and limiting our expectations.
· Scripture reminds us that the heart is formed by what it attends to and must be guarded with care (Proverbs 4:23). Gradually the things we give our time and attention to begin to change and shape us, often without us noticing.
· This is the situation Paul addresses in Galatians 5. He is writing to a church that has begun to rely on self-effort and self-interest rather than trust in the Spirit. Before naming the fruit of the Spirit, Paul first describes the kinds of patterns that take hold when life is shaped by hostility, division and outbursts of anger (Galatians 5:19–21). 
· Paul’s point is simple and searching. Different ways of living produce different kinds of fruit. When life becomes driven by pressure or self-protection, the fruit that grows reflects that reality. Joy does not disappear because God withholds it, but because other patterns of living have begun to take its place.
· Joy is not found in what we have, but in who we behold. So when we neglect time with God, the fruits of his Spirit are also neglected. Spiritual dryness doesn’t mean God is far; it means we’ve stopped drawing from ‘the well’. 
· As these patterns take hold, joy can become hidden in different ways. For some, it is shaken suddenly by loss or events that overwhelm the heart. For others, it fades more gradually as attention drifts and substitutes take the place of God’s presence.
· Joy becomes harder to recognise, not because God has withdrawn but because our focus has shifted or the heart has been wounded. Lent invites us to notice this with honesty and compassion, trusting that God is already at work and drawing us back toward the source of true joy.

Part 2 – The True Source of Joy
· In Nehemiah 8:10 God’s people are reminded that ‘the joy of the Lord is your strength’. This moment follows a season of deep upheaval and loss. The people had returned from exile to a damaged city and the long, unfinished work of rebuilding their lives. As the Law was read aloud, many of the people began to weep, overwhelmed by what had been lost and how far they had drifted from God. 
· It was into this moment of vulnerability that they were invited to receive the joy of the Lord, not as denial of grief or forced happiness, but as strength for the rebuilding ahead. 
· The invitation in Nehemiah is striking because the people are not told to wait for joy until the city is rebuilt or their grief has passed. This joy does not erase sorrow, but becomes the steady assurance that God is with them as they rebuild, even while much remains unfinished. You may want to unpack this passage/context further.
· God’s joy is fuel – it doesn’t remove suffering but it does transform how we walk through it. Joy anchors us in God’s goodness and truth, even when life is uncertain. 




· At the same time, Scripture does not limit joy to moments of quiet endurance. Throughout the Bible, joy is also expressed through praise, celebration and delight. 
· This kind of joy is not naïve or shallow. It does not deny suffering or pretend that life is easy. Instead, it flows from recognising who God is and responding with gratitude and praise, even when life remains uncertain or painful. 
· Scripture shows us people who weep and worship, grieve and rejoice, often in the same breath. 
· Rooted in God rather than circumstance, joy remains a gift held by the Spirit (Galatians 5:22), given to strengthen us as we continue to walk with him.
· Psalm 42:5 says: ‘Why, my soul, are you downcast? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Saviour and my God.’ 
· Psalm 121:1–2 (ESV) says, ‘I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My help comes from the Lord …’
· Sometimes a posture of praise and worship needs to birth from a decision, not a feeling. 
· When we give thanks amidst unanswered prayers, when we sing songs of praise though we feel downcast, when we lift our eyes from our circumstances to the Lord and speak out the unchanging truth of his word, we will receive all we need from our provider in spiritual abundance. This is where true joy is found. 


Part 3 – Breaking the Ground that Hides Joy
· Lent gives us space to notice where our focus may have become misaligned. Over time, attention can shift quietly toward pressure, responsibility or self-management and away from God’s presence. 
· When this happens, life with God can feel dry or lacking – not because God has moved away but because our awareness and practice of his presence has diminished. This isn’t always a failure of faith but a feeling of disconnection with God. God can use that feeling to draw us back to him.
· God invites us to return our attention to him and to remain with him, to draw from the well again. 
· As Jesus says in John 15:4-5, fruit grows through connection. A branch produces fruit by remaining connected to the vine. In the same way, as we stay rooted in God’s presence, the Spirit continues to nurture what has already been planted within us.
· As we bring our attention back to God, we make space for the Spirit to restore what has become hidden and heal our hearts from the circumstances that may have stolen some of our joy. 
· As joy is restored, it begins to overflow into everyday life. Joy is not just something we receive but something we carry, something we reflect, and something we share with those around us, as his witnesses. You may want to practically unpack this.






Application
· Where might your understanding of joy have become shaped more by circumstances or feelings than by your relationship with God?
· What draws your attention away from God the most in this season, and how might that be affecting your awareness of his presence?
· When joy has felt distant or muted, how do you tend to respond, and what might it look like to return your attention to God rather than relying on familiar patterns?
· What small, honest step could help you remain more attentive to God’s presence this week, trusting the Spirit to restore the joy that has become hidden?


Response
Lent invites us to come before God with honesty, recognising where joy has become hidden within us and opening our hearts to the renewing work of the Holy Spirit.

This time of response leads the congregation through confession and repentance, followed by an invitation for the Holy Spirit to restore joy through renewed relationship with God.

Confession and Repentance
Suggested wording:
Lord, I bring to you the places where joy has become hidden in my life.
Forgive me for the times I have measured joy by how I feel or tied it to my circumstances. Where my attention has drifted, gently turn my heart back toward you, the source of all joy.

Invitation to the Holy Spirit
Suggested wording:
Holy Spirit, come and renew me.
Reawaken within me the joy you have already planted, rooted not in circumstance but in your presence.

Allow time for the Holy Spirit to renew joy – you may want to play worship music or use musicians within your congregation to play or sing as you give the time and space for people to respond to God and receive prayer.
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