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Acts 10:44-48; Psalm 99; 1 John 5:1-6; John 15:9-17

Complete Joy

As human beings we pursue many things and many of these pursuits are for our benefit. We

pursue safety, stability, security, and society. We pursue love and other attributes. These desires seem to

be born in us - they seem to be in every human being in one form or another.  In the United States

Declaration of Independence we hear about the ‘pursuit of happiness’ as being an inalienable right

alongside life and liberty.  Among all these pursuits is the pursuit of joy.  Even Jesus pursued joy in one

sense. We read in the letter to the Hebrews that “for the sake of the joy that was set before him he

endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of God” (Heb 12:2)

Jesus obtained this joy and in the last days of his life on earth he bequeathed that joy to his disciples by

saying, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.”

(John 15:11) What a promise! That my joy may be complete is something for which I yearn even though

I’m not entirely sure I understand my yearning.  There is something inside all of us that hopes for joy and

we spend a good deal of our time chasing after this sometimes elusive quality.  In this passage we are

promised a way in which to find God’s joy and as we look back into the previous verses we may be

surprised at what Jesus points to as the way to find this completed joy.  As we move into thinking about

this verse a little deeper I think a short word study is in order. 

The word used which is translated in the NRSV as “complete” contains the meaning of

fulfillment.  It is used in other passages, such as Matthew 4:14, to say ‘this happened in order to fulfill

what was spoken by the prophet’.  When Jesus said ‘so that your joy may be complete’ it was a

statement about our joy being fulfilled - completed - satisfied.  Once again we see the yearning aspect -

the desire to search out the ultimate source of our joy and have that joy completed.  It is Jesus’ desire for

his disciples to have their joy complete.

The ‘how’ of this is contained in the verses which come before the promise so let me remind you

what Jesus said.  The chapter opens with the image of a vine and branches and the concept of abiding. 

Much has been written about the concept of abiding and much more will be written without plumbing

the depth of the richness of that word. From the passage in John’s Gospel it would seem that complete

joy depends to some degree on abiding in the vine.  In our pursuit of this sometimes elusive fruit of the

Spirit we miss the mark if we do not attend to the need to abide in the vine.  The vine’s fruit, as

mentioned in last week’s message and according to St. Paul, includes ‘joy’ as one of the fruits of the
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Spirit and so part of the benefit of being connected to Jesus, the vine, is that joy flows into and through

the disciple.  But then chapter 15 of John’s Gospel continues with a statement about obeying commands.

“If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s

commandments and abide in his love”. (John 15:10) This means that abiding in the vine and keeping

commandments are placed in parallel which means, in this case, one helps the other.  In order to abide

we keep commandments and keeping commandments is a way to ensure that we are abiding.  This

concept may seem to be unusual because we can sometimes think that keeping commandments has little

to do with love and joy but Jesus seems to have a different idea and the thought of having his joy in me

and my joy complete does give me the encouragement I need to let go of my understanding of keeping

commandments to better understand the way Jesus sees it.  The need to see things from Jesus’

perspective as much as possible is very important in this case.   

While thinking about as I prepared this message I came across this quote which I believe speaks

to this idea. In his book “Mere Christianity” C. S. Lewis makes the following statement.

“A Christian society is not going to arrive until most of us really want it: and we are not going to

really want it until we become fully Christian. I may repeat “Do as you would be done by” till I am

black in the face, but I cannot really carry it out till I love my neighbour as myself: and I cannot learn to

love my neighbour as myself till I learn to love God: and I cannot learn to love God except by learning

to obey Him. And so, as I warned you, we are driven on to something more inward - driven on from

social matters to religious matters. For the longest way round is the shortest way home.”

If we want to have our joy completed then one of the steps we need to take is obeying God’s

commandments because that leads to loving God which leads to abiding in the vine which leads to

everything else.  On many occasions Jesus holds out the reality that obedience is a sign of love.  “If you

love me you will obey my commandments” Jesus said on occasion.  A voluntary acceptance to follow

the commands of someone is an expression of love toward that person or to God.  The action of

following commands out of devotion for God is very different from the action of following commands

out of fear or threat.  Jesus clearly believes that following God’s commands is an expression of love

toward God and he urges his disciples to display their love through obedience and thereby grow in the

fruit of joy but that is not all.

In addition to completed joy Jesus also invites his disciples to realize their friendship with him. 

At some point in their relationship they were Jesus’ servants and now they are classed as friends.  This

happens, it seems, when the disciples begin to know the Master’s mind and that comes in the same way
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as complete joy arrives.  Spending time abiding in the vine leads to some amazing things and, as I’ve

already said, involves obedience to commandments.  We have been learning the importance over the

past few months about following commandments that are meant for our health even when we may not

understand them.  Restrictions placed on our lives due to the need to keep society safe are not always

that easy to obey and yet the love we have for one another is a large part of the motivation for obedience. 

Love brings about obedience as well as devotion and, to our surprise, can lead to joy.

As Jesus was trying to explain his thoughts to his disciples he reminded them a few times of the

fact that they were expected to bear fruit, fruit that will last, and we have been learning that love, joy,

peace, kindness, gentleness and more are the kinds of things that will last.  We are chosen by God to be

incorporated into a fellowship of believers in order to be: grafted into the vine, pruned, and strengthened

so that the fruit our lives produce will be of lasting value to the world and those with whom we come

into contact.  Our connection with God through the Holy Spirit has the potential of bringing us so close

to the Father in heaven that we can hear his thoughts and thereby grow in love for God and our

neighbours.  Jesus called his disciples ‘friends’ because they had learned from him and knew his mind.

As we spend time abiding in the vine, obeying the commandments, and listening to the voice of the Holy

Spirit, we too will be called ‘friends’ of Jesus.  The promise of complete joy is held out to us as we

follow Jesus into the future.

As we continue to endure the restrictions brought about by the need to stay safe I pray for the

ending of the pandemic as well as the growth of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness,

faithfulness, and self-control which are signs that the fruit of the Spirit is growing and spreading in our

lives and into others.  May you experience joy in the coming days and grow in grace and in the

knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.
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