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May 10, 2015 

1 John 5:1-6 

John 15:9-17    The Pursuit of Happiness Joy 

 

The pursuit of happiness. That’s what they tell us that life is all about.  

It’s about finding what makes us happy. And if we are having trouble 

finding what will make us happy, the world is happy to help. They have 

just the thing that will bring us happiness. It’s this conditioning 

shampoo. It’s this manly truck. It’s these comfortable shoe inserts. How 

about a Happy Meal or a Happy Hour drink? You deserve to be happy, 

the world says. It is your right to be happy. That’s what it says in our 

Declaration of Independence. Life is all about the pursuit of happiness.  

But sometimes our pursuit of happiness doesn’t make us happier. It’s 

hard word trying to make ourselves happy. And maybe you are like me. 

Maybe you find yourself doing things that you know won’t work. But 

you do them anyway because they might make you happy. So I believe 

myself when I think that maybe I will feel happier if I eat a 

cheeseburger. Or I’ll feel happier if I binge-watching Brooklyn 99 or the 

Henry the VIII drama, Wolf Hall. Maybe if I buy a bunch of books at 

Joseph Beth Bookstore, I’ll feel happy. Or if I get one of those Kindle 
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things or take a vacation or lose ten pounds. I’ll be happy then. I’ve got 

an idea of what will make me happy. Maybe you do too. Maybe you 

have an idea or two of what would make you happy. 

And the world tells us we should pursue those things. We should pursue 

whatever would make us happy. But that pursuit is never-ending. There 

is always something else, something new, something more that we 

should do or buy or have to get there. You think you are happy now?, 

the world says. “You aren’t happy. You need this. You need this thing 

you don’t have. And then you will be happy.” The pursuit of the 

happiness keeps us from being happy-- because what we have is never 

enough to be happy with. 

We really want to be happy. And that desire to feel satisfied and 

delighted and full of life-- the Bible calls that joy. And today Jesus says 

that we are meant to have it. And it is God’s desire to give it to us. For 

us to have life full of the joy of Communion with one another. Instead of 

the quick sugary, fried fix of life in hurry. It is God’s desire for us to 

have the joy of love that is free and available to all without cost. Instead 

of that which comes with three easy payments of $19.99. It is God’s 
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desire for us to have the joy of appreciating what we have. Instead of 

spending our lives in hot pursuit of more. The pursuit of this joy is 

completely different than the pursuit of happiness going on around us. 

And Jesus teaches us first, that this joy is found, not in living life for 

ourselves, but in giving our lives for others. Second, this joy is found not 

by securing all of our insecurities, but by entrusting ourselves to God. 

And third, joy is a choice we make and yet it is not our choice at all. It is 

both labor of love for us and a gift to us. 

First, joy is not found in living life for ourselves. Jesus tells us and more 

importantly, he shows us that life in him is not about pursuing our own 

happiness. It is not just about living our lives in our own best interest. 

Jesus says it’s about laying down our lives for others. A joyful life is 

based in relationships, not a series of transactions. You are my friends, 

Jesus tells his disciples. This is not about you paying your dues to get 

into heaven. You are my friends. And I want you to love one another as I 

have loved you. You are my friends. So be friends to each other. Be 

friends with the world. 
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A friend of mine who works in a church recently asked a group of young 

people what it means to be a friend. They gave her helpful definitions: 

“A friend is nice. A friend is a not fake. A friend likes you the way you 

are. A friend cares about you and listens to you. A friend thinks about 

you first.”1 Jesus says we are his friends. And as the church, we say that 

we are a friendly place, right? So that means we are to act like friends. 

That means we like people as they are. It means we shouldn’t be fake. It 

means we should listen. We should give people the benefit of the doubt. 

We shouldn’t put our needs first. If we want to be friendly to the world 

around us, then we help and care. And not want them come to our 

church because wouldn’t that be great for us to have more members and 

more money?  But wouldn’t it be great for them to know the amazing 

God we know, to experience God’s abiding love with us? That’s what a 

friend would do. 

Jesus says we will have joy not when we live life for ourselves, but 

when we live life for others. We will have joy when we love one another 

                                                           
1 https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2015/05/05/friended/ 
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and lay down our lives for one another. And he says these things to his 

disciples on the night before he will lay down his life for them. In a 

matter of hours, he will be betrayed and he will be arrested and he will 

be crucified. He will face rejection and loneliness and horrible pain and 

yet, here he is talking about joy. Because Jesus knows the life he has in 

God is not just about pursuing his happiness. It’s about God’s love. And 

how much God loves this world. And how for the sake of God’s joy in 

us, Jesus will put our hurt before his own hurt. He will put our needs 

before his own needs. He is the first-born of all creation and he will put 

himself last. In order that we might have life and have it abundantly. 

This, Jesus says, is joy. When life is not just about me, it’s about us.  

Second, joy is found not by securing all of our insecurities, but by 

entrusting ourselves to God. One thing the world tells us repeatedly is 

that happiness has its price. And we can buy beauty and peace and love. 

And we want to believe that, so we can secure those things because we 

are so insecure about them. About everything. About the world around 

us, about our safety. About terrorism and violence and strange new 

people speaking strange new languages. We are insecure about 
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ourselves. About our education and our job and our paycheck. We are 

insecure about our appearance, from our weight to our hair to the kind of 

flip flops we wear to the beach to how white our teeth are. We are 

insecure because we don’t have the latest gadget or the coolest phone. 

We are insecure because those other people at work or at school always 

seem to have it together. We are insecure about whether we have enough 

and whether we are enough and whether we are liked enough. And the 

world promises that we can buy off our insecurity; that when we have 

the right things, when we acquire that house or that job or that set of 

friends or that elected official, THEN we won’t be insecure any more. 

We will be happy and life will be good. 

Recently, our family thought we might have to get a new vehicle. So I 

started doing research like my father told me I should before I buy 

anything. I looked at reviews and read articles. And there is nothing that 

will make you doubt your abilities as a parent than looking at cars. 

Because you truly do not care about your children, if you don’t have a 

large car-- with back up cameras. Don’t you care about safety? Don’t 

you want more room for your family so they will feel comfortable? And 
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how could you deprive your children of a DVD player? Don’t you want 

them to be happy? Why don’t you want your kids to be happy? And I 

could feel all my insecurities coming out. And I could feel the 

temptation to buy this Thing that promised to give me peace and security 

and happiness for my children. 

Maybe you wrestle with stuff like this too. Maybe you know all too well 

how the world plays on your insecurities and fears. Maybe you have 

been tempted as well by the idea that if you have the right thing, then 

you and your loved ones will be happy. But that promise is never, ever 

quite true. And that Thing that we are offered, that Things we put our 

hope in, it doesn’t give us the security we need. 

Which is why I’m grateful for the letter of 1 John. It was written to 

Christians who were struggling with insecurity. Life for them was 

completely insecure. In the Roman world, they had no power or 

protection in their communities. These Christians didn’t worship the 

Roman gods or participate in Roman rituals, so they were treated with 

suspicion. These Christians claimed Jesus was Lord, not Caesar, so they 

were viewed with mistrust. And within the church itself, these Christians 
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were arguing about who Jesus really was. Was he the Messiah? Was he 

human? Did he really die on a cross? There was no Wikipedia to consult 

for the answers. They had to live with insecurity. 

John writes his letter to reassure the church. He answers their questions: 

Yes, Jesus was the Messiah. Yes, he was a flesh and blood person. Yes, 

he died on a cross. And you know what? He rose again. He rose again 

from death and by his resurrection, he conquered the world. Jesus is 

Lord of all now. Jesus is in charge. And that’s the one thing we have 

securing us in all of this insecurity. God has already won. Rome will not 

win. Fear will not win. Death will not win. On Easter morning, Jesus 

Christ overcome the powers of this world. Jesus is Lord. Not the rulers 

of this world. Not hatred. Or disease. Or doubt. Or social pressure. Jesus 

is Lord. And joy is ours when we entrust our lives to him and abide in 

his grace. 

When find joy when we entrust our lives to God. We find joy when our 

lives are not lived for ourselves, but when they are lived for the sake of 

others. And last but not least, joy is a choice we make and yet it is not 

our choice at all. Jesus tells his disciples that their joy is connected to 
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how they keep his commandments. Joy will come when they obey what 

he has told them. They can choose to live in his joy. And their joy will 

be made complete with they do what he says and love one another. 

Every day, they will have to choose that. And I think it is helpful to hear 

Jesus say that. I need to be reminded that I have a choice in how I live. 

How I look at things. How I react to things; whether I focus on the worst 

or hope for the best, whether I choose joy and hope instead of frustration 

or anger or despair. I can choose to trust God. I can choose to believe 

that God is at work even when I can’t see it. I can choose, at the very 

least, to keep my mouth shut. 

Joy is a choice we can make. But at the same time, joy is not our choice 

at all. It is not something we can manufacture. It is a gift. Because when 

all is said and done, this life we have, the wonder and love we 

experience, we did not create them. We did not make all the blessings 

around us happen. We did not find God. God found us. Jesus says to his 

disciples, you did not choose me, I chose you. You did not make the first 

move, I did. I chose you. I loved you before you knew how to love me. 
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And that choice, Jesus’ choice to love, will be critical as Jesus goes to 

his death and the disciples do not choose to stay; they choose to run 

away. They choose fear and panic and grief. It’s all they can choose. 

And that’s important for me to remember that, because sometimes, that’s 

all I can choose. I can’t choose trust or faithfulness. My choices are 

sadly not the ones I would choose if I were being my best self. But the 

good news, is that what I choose does not always matter. What matters is 

what Jesus chooses. And Jesus chooses to love us to the end. Jesus 

chooses faithfulness. Jesus chooses forgiveness. And ultimately, that is 

where our joy comes from. That God chooses not to give us or give up 

on the world. God chooses to abide with us. Even when we can’t choose 

to abide with God. Because God  chooses love. God chooses us. It is a 

gift. It is a gift we share with the world. In our work. In our activities. In 

our neighborhoods. In all the places that are hurting and crying out for 

God. We celebrate God’s choice to love the world. 

Life is not simply about pursuing happiness. It is about pursuing joy. 

And that joy is made complete when we do not live life for ourselves. 

And we trust that Jesus is Lord and God is in charge. And we choose joy 
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knowing that God has already chosen us to have it. And that God 

chooses joyful abundant life for all of creation. And that is good news. 


