
A church of joy 

Nehemiah 12:27-47 

 

Have you ever seen a pot of joy? Here it is. It’s a small pot 

crammed full of chocolate goodness. It promises to deliver instant 

joy.  

 

Let me ask a different question. Have you ever seen a church of 

joy? 

 

I know some people might think this is a very weird question to ask. 

This is because they have concluded that happiness and Christianity 

don’t mix. 

 

It’s fairly common in the UK to live with the view that if you want to 

have some fun then its best to keep the heavenly killjoy as far 

away from your life as possible, 

 

Jesus says the exact opposite. He says in John chapter 10 that he 

came to bring us life and to give us life in all its fullness. This is not a 

life free from pain and discomfort but one where deep joy can be 

experienced in every season. 

 

A church should be a place of joy. It should be a place where 

hanging out with Christians brings a smile rather than sucks the 

sunshine out of our existence. 

 

Many of you will have come across the dementors in the Harry Potter 

books. They are horrible creatures that end up sucking the 

happiness out of an individual. 

 

Our experience of church should not be like being invited to a 

reunion of the dementors! 

 

No we should be a community of joy. The question is how? How do 

we ensure that we are joy filled people? 

 

Let me show you the answer we find in this section of Nehemiah. 

 

Look at verse 43. Read verse 43. 

 

You can’t miss the joy in this verse. The words are teeming with 

happiness. We’re told that the men rejoiced. The women rejoiced. 

And even the children rejoiced. This joy was so deep and so loud 

that it could be heard far away. Wow! 

 

Did you spot the reason for their joy? Quite simply, they rejoiced 

because God had given them great joy. 

 

This wasn’t something they were born with. It wasn’t something they 

experienced by eating lots of pots of joy in quick succession. No, this 

was a deep happiness given by God to his people.  

 

It’s obvious as we read through the book of Nehemiah how God has 

given joy to his people.  

 

It’s not mysterious. It’s not obscure. It doesn’t leave you scratching 

your head wondering what hidden method God has used to make his 

people so enthusiastic.  

 

No. What has God done? He has acted powerfully to protect and 

provide for his people.  

 

He has been doing this all the way through human history. The 

pages of the Bible are full of examples of God’s generous love being 

poured out on a bunch of stiff-necked sinners who continuously think 

they know better than him. But rather than rejecting them God keeps 

on protecting them and providing for them. 

 



In the book of Nehemiah he does this through a massive 

reconstruction project. In record time the walls around Jerusalem 

are completely rebuilt! This ensures that his people feel safe and 

secure as they worship God together. 

 

The result is a deep appreciation for what God has done. The people 

realise that God has transformed their experience of life. He has 

done marvellous things in their lifetime. As a result, there is 

genuine joy in their hearts. 

 

But here’s the thing. It doesn’t just stay in their hearts. This whole 

section is describing a beautiful day when personal praise turns 

into public worship. 

 

Let me walk you through what happened and then we’ll see what this 

means for us. 

 

Look at verse 27. Read verse 27. 

 

What would you do next if you were I charge of worship team that 

day? How much would you plan? How much would be spontaneous? 

 

Listen to how they did it. Verse 31. Read verse 31. 

 

What about the other choir? Look at verse 38. Read verses 38 

and 39. 

 

Can you imagine it what all this would have been like? Two massive 

choirs accompanied by musicians marching round the walls of 

Jerusalem in opposite direction singing the praise of the Lord for all 

he had done. Wow! 

 

And then, according to verse 40, they take their place in the temple 

of God as the praise party continues. 

 

Here’s the critical question we need to ask; why did they do 

this? Why did they organise such a public celebration of God? Why 

not keep it private and personal? Why not stay at home and be 

content with an isolated worship experience? 

 

Let me unpack three things about praise. 

 

First, praise overflows from personal joy 

 

Let me quote from CS Lewis. 

 

“All enjoyment spontaneously overflows into praise unless . . . 

shyness or the fear of boring others is deliberately brought in to 

check it. The world rings with praise … readers their favourite poet, 

walkers praising the countryside, players praising their favourite 

game — praise of weather, wines, dishes, actors, motors, horses, 

colleges, countries, historical personages, children, flowers, 

mountains, rare stamps, rare beetles, even sometimes politicians or 

scholars…just as men spontaneously praise whatever they value, so 

they spontaneously urge us to join them in praising it: “Isn’t she 

lovely? Wasn’t it glorious? Don’t you think that magnificent?” The 

Psalmists in telling everyone to praise God are doing what all men 

do when they speak of what they care about.” 

 

Do you see his basic point? We praise something, whatever it is, 

from the overflow of our hearts. Praise is something that bubbles out 

from a place deep within. If it doesn’t then it means we have a joy 

issue in our hearts. 

 

For example, if you don’t spontaneously speak about steam engines 

enthusiastically and within passion then I suspect it’s because they 

don’t give you any personal joy. But if they do, then I suspect your 

conversation will be peppered with train information. All the more if 

you find someone else who loves the same thing as you. 

 



What about God? Our praise of God overflows from personal joy. 

 

Here’s the issue. If we are finding it hard to praise God then the most 

likely reason is the personal joy we experience in our hearts. 

 

Lack of joy leads to lack of praise. 

 

How can we increase our inner joy? Remember what we’ve 

discovered already. Joy is given by God. God gives joy to his people 

as he protects and provides for them. 

 

The answer for our joy problems is an expansion of our appreciation 

of what Jesus Christ has done for us by saving us from our sins.  

 

He has died and rose again so we can be saved from eternal 

punishment in hell and live forever as children of God in the family of 

God. 

 

This is incredible! But it’s easy to forget the enormous value of what 

Christ has done and instead think that God has short changed us. 

 

Think of how we respond when we receive a gift. Often our eyes light 

up the more expensive it is.  

 

Our children are very much into lego and I’m sure they would love to 

be given a lego deathstar as a special treat. It costs over £400. But 

imagine the look on their faces if this is what they unwrapped. The 

response would be very different if I wrapped up was a few random 

lego bricks and told them to use their imagination.  

 

Our danger is that we undervalue the eternal blessings of the 

cross and overvalue earthly blessings that God may provide from 

time to time.  

 

Let me say, whatever you feel God has withheld, do you realise what 

he has given to you in Jesus?  

 

 You may feel that you have a job that sucks, but do you still 

realise that because of Christ you will be spending eternity in 

heaven?  

 

 You may feel that you have a pain that is ongoing and it 

causes you to be frosty with your redeemer. Do you realise 

that because of Christ there is a resurrection body to come 

and an unending paradise of close communion with your 

creator?  

 

Friends, praise overflows from personal joy. So let’s check our joy. 

 

Second, public praise should overflow from personal joy 

 

Over the last few months we have praised God for the technology 

that has enabled us to adapt our Sunday services so that we can 

engage either in person or at home.  

 

However, do you realise that it has now been over a year since most 

churches in the UK experienced public congregational singing. 

 

This is not a small thing. This is a huge issue. 

 

God’s big plan is not to save isolated individuals for heaven. No, his 

desire is to save a people who will experience his love together and 

who will praise him together. We need to live this out before a 

watching world.   

 

Or if I can put it like this, we cannot worship properly from the 

safety and isolation of our own homes. Our personal joy in God is 

expected to overflow in physical public praise.  

 



Please don’t misunderstand what I’m saying. I’m not trying to make 

everyone who is at home feel guilty.  

 

I’m trying to stress what is biblically normal before we settle for an 

experience that goes against what God mandates in Scripture.  

 

I’ve said this before but I’m going to say it again.  

 

If you are watching from home then pray for a holy discontentment 

with your current experience. This is not normal and it cannot be 

your long term solution. Please do not settle for isolated virtual 

worship.  

 

No. Instead, start prayerfully thinking now about when you will return 

to physical worship. 

 

You will need to feel safe in order to do this. Different people will 

reach different conclusions at different points. That’s okay. I know it’s 

complicated as I’ve been hearing back from various people 

yesterday. 

 

As you reach your conclusion let me say a couple of things: 

 

 Church is really safe. It’s not risk free. Nothing is risk free. But 

from my experience you are closer to people in a supermarket 

than in a place of worship. 

 

 Don’t wait until it’s easy. Come when you feel safe even when 

it’s difficult.  

 

 

As a motivation to do this, let me mention my last point about praise. 

It’s that public praise increases personal joy. 

 

 

Third, public praise increases personal joy 

 

This is because public praise is three dimensional.  

 

 Our singing goes up 

 Our singing goes around 

 Our singing goes down 

 

I guess we more obviously think of the first two directions.  

 

We sing up to God and he hears his people joyfully praying him for 

what he has done. This is wonderful to behold. 

 

But as we do this our singing also goes around. This can be 

wonderfully encouraging for people in the church family. To look 

around and to see someone who you know is struggling with painful 

suffering and yet there they are still singing about the goodness of 

God, well this is a great encouragement to keep on doing this 

ourselves. This is another reason to turn up and sing. It’s not just 

about me, it’s about the impact of my presence and my singing on 

other people. Our singing goes around. 

 

Lastly, our singing also goes down. That is, when we sing of what 

God has done, God has a wonderful habit of making these truths 

more real in our emotions. This happens in a way that is different 

from when we read things in our heads or when we read them out 

loud or even when they are told to us. Corporate singing is used by 

God to increase our personal joy. 

 

Of course this is another motivation to be here as often as we can. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 


