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A NOTE FROM ANGELA

Hello, my friends,

I am so grateful to welcome you to this year-long devotional, Choosing Joy. I’ve been praying for you as I have studied and written. I am asking God to meet you in the words of these pages to give you fresh encouragement and strength. As far as I can tell, we are some of the busiest people on the planet, in the busiest days any generation has ever known. And if there was ever a time we needed to intentionally choose joy, it’s now. . . .

May this be the year that God supernaturally transforms your heart. May these days of study radically change your very nature. God has promised that His Word will not return void. Your commitment to learn from these small studies centered on joy will not leave you the same. . . .

And so, dear one, let this new year of joy begin in your life and mine.

—Angela Thomas





ANGELA THOMAS, a graduate of Dallas Theological Seminary, is a sought-after speaker, well-known teacher, and bestselling author of more than fifteen books. Angela’s powerful Bible teaching and gift of story inspire thousands of women each year. She speaks at national conferences, church events, and through the DVD Bible studies that she has written and filmed with LifeWay. Angela lives in North Carolina with her husband and four children.
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JOY

IS YOURS FOR THE CHOOSING

DO YOU WANT to live every day with joy? Do you want to feel delighted with your life and alive with happiness? Joy is yours for the choosing.

Joy is one of the life-enriching gifts God has for you. He longs for you to be filled and satisfied—not just with a taste of joy, but with a joy that transforms you from the inside out. As author and Bible teacher Angela Thomas tells us, joy must be pursued.

With her trademark authenticity and girlfriend style, Angela shares biblical teaching, vivid storytelling, encouraging quotes, and Scriptures for meditation. Each week has bite-size messages for Monday through Thursday, then a special encouragement to help you through the weekend.

As you walk with Angela through this 52-week journey of faith, you will discover all the joy God has for you.
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For
Joe Thomas
I love you, Daddy.
Thank you for always choosing joy.



Introduction
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Hello, my friends, I am so grateful to welcome you to this year-long devotional, Choosing Joy. I have been praying for you as I have studied and written. I am asking God to meet you in the words of these pages to give you fresh encouragement and strength. As far as I can tell, we are some of the busiest people on the planet, in the busiest days any generation has ever known. And if there was ever a time we needed to intentionally choose joy, it’s now.

For that very reason, we’ve designed this year of Choosing Joy into bite-size morsels. On Mondays, I’ll introduce a new Bible passage and new study-focus for that week. The next four days will take the focus a little deeper and wider. Each day is meant to be small enough to fit into your crowded life, but sturdy enough to challenge you spiritually. We’ve included lines for each day (I love lines!) because we’d love for you to take the time to apply these short truths to your everyday life. We’ve even added some extra journaling pages at the back of the book for those days when your words just overflow.

I really want to encourage you to write. I believe that in your actual writing and praying, God is going to do so much more than I could ever do. If you’re afraid of someone reading your pages, then write in code! Or draw pictures. Or just write enough to remind yourself how God is speaking to your heart. Sometimes the very process of putting your thoughts down on paper is the action forcing you to think about what’s happening inside of you. Sometimes you will even write thoughts and insights you didn’t even know you had.

I have written this devotional as a word study. That means I have spent months tracking the word joy and all its variations through the Scriptures. I know that I am changed forever because of these months. I have also tried to stay true to the Bible’s use of the word by writing directly from the intent of each passage and not just my own experiences. This book focuses on choosing joy, as we understand it from the Scriptures, which is many times different than how this world has taught us to define joy.

May this be the year that God supernaturally transforms your heart. May these days of study radically change your very nature. God has promised that His Word will not return void. Your commitment to learn from these small studies centered on joy will not leave you the same. I know that God will use His Word to give, restore and multiply His joy in your heart.

And so, dear one, let this new year of joy begin in your life and mine.

Angela
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JOY
WEEK 1
For the Glory of God
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THE PURSUIT OF JOY

Then I will go to the altar of God, to God, my joy and my delight.

—Psalm 43:4

Not that we lord it over your faith, but we work with you for your joy.

—2 Corinthians 1:24

As we begin this year of intentionally choosing joy, I want us to begin with one purpose in mind. We must choose joy in our everyday lives because a joy-filled life brings glory to God. God shines brightly through the soul that is wholly devoted to Him. Satisfied in Him. Trusting in Him. Delighting in Him.

If the pursuit of joy has seemed too worldly to you, then I pray this year of Scripture-directed joy will change your heart. The pursuit of joy and the glory of God are not in conflict. In fact, just the opposite is true. To pursue joy with your whole life is to honor the One who has given you life.

Would you let this truth release you into a year of running hard after all the joy God has for you through Jesus Christ? There is no guilt in pursuing joy on this earth. To turn away from this pursuit is to turn away from an opportunity to glorify God.

As you will see in the months to come, the pursuit of joy is a significant endeavor. For any man or woman who takes spiritual maturity seriously, the pursuit of joy must become a priority. Joy in your everyday life will not always be the comfortable kind of joy we have grown accustomed to in our culture. Pursuing joy in God is very different from just enjoying His gifts. Most of us know how to enjoy His gifts. But the pursuit of joy actually transforms us from the inside out.

Through His Word and our pursuit, His power and our surrender, the Creator of joy can put His joy inside of us. He can create in us what we have not been able to manufacture on our own. The more we approach the throne of God for this transformation, the more of God we will encounter. God desires that we would find our joy, our happiness, our peace, and our purpose in Him. When we have done so, He is glorified.

Through these weeks of devotion, we’ll pursue His joy together. May we cherish this journey and the joy that is set before us. May we pray with the psalmist: “O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you; my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is not water” (Psalm 63:1).

Now, write your own prayer about seeking the joy of the Lord this coming year.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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DEEPENING YOUR DESIRE

As we begin this year, it seems appropriate to begin by asking the Lord to deepen our desire for His joy. I don’t know what has held your desire captive or what your priorities have been, but I do believe that God can deepen our desire and reorder our priorities.

Maybe you have made some new-year commitments about what you’d like to accomplish. If not, take a few minutes to list some here. If you already have that list, pull it out and rewrite it below. Across the top of your list write, “Above all these things, I choose joy.”

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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DELIGHTING IN THE LORD

“Delight yourself in the LORD” (Psalm 37:4). To delight ourselves in the Lord means that we find our joy in the Lord. Delighting in the Lord means turning from worldliness toward godliness. Changing from building our own treasure on earth toward discovering that Jesus is the treasure to be esteemed on this earth.

Will you approach this year of choosing joy with delight? Maybe you have chosen this devotional because you desperately need the joy of the Lord. Maybe you are like a woman who told me she has never experienced joy. Maybe you have only tasted joy and long to be filled with it. Maybe you have known the duty of the Christian life, but never the delight.

Take a few minutes to write what you need from the Lord:

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] THURSDAY [image: image]

FIGHTING FOR JOY

John Piper says that we must fight for joy. I agree with him wholeheartedly. We must fight for the relationship that God has called us to. We must fight against our very natures to become the joy-filled people of God. We must fight our sin and countless distractions. And for some, you will even have to fight against the ones you love so that the pursuit of joy becomes your priority.

“Rejoice in the Lord!” (Philippians 3:1). In this scripture, God actually commands us to rejoice in Him. For many, learning to rejoice will mean that we will have to fight for joy.

Will you have to fight for joy? What are the already obvious opponents in your battle?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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RADICAL JOY

Choosing joy in your everyday life means more than just knowing the right things to think. The correct passages to quote. The theological doctrines of joy.

Choosing joy is a radical decision to honor God by experiencing the depths of God’s promises to us. It’s desiring Him above all else, rejoicing in His character, and living joyfully, according to His Word.

Radical joy is sin-destroying, world-changing, wound-healing, other-centered, and mission-minded. Radical joy creates a God-glorifying life. This year, may we choose radical, sold-out joy. Come alive joy. Passionate joy. Change-me-completely kind of joy.

This weekend, write a joy mission statement for yourself. What do you really want? And how do you propose to get there? When you’re done, take a few minutes and dedicate that plan to the Lord.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] For there exists a delight that is not given to the wicked, but to those honoring Thee, O God, without desiring recompense, the joy of whom Thou art Thyself! And this is the blessed life, to rejoice towards Thee, about Thee, for Thy sake.[image: image]

—Augustine1



JOY
WEEK 2
Always
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JUST PLAIN “ALWAYS”

Be joyful always.

—1 Thessalonians 5:16

My assignment was to write fifty-two weeks of devotionals about joy. Cinchy. Easy-breezy. What a joy! What an honor. Tell me what Bible teacher wouldn’t want to spend a few months studying the scriptures about joy. Praying about joy. Writing about joy. This assignment was the jackpot of book writing and I was thrilled to be the writer.

So I sat down to start outlining the fifty-two weeks. My outlining usually begins by pouring out the ideas and thoughts stored in my heart until they begin to take shape as a direction. I sat at my computer like I had strapped myself into a rocket ship. Eager to get started, ready to launch and write as fast as my little heart could process. So I created a new document called “Ideas for Joy” and began.

A few ideas came so I wrote them down. And then there was nothing. A couple more lines, then nothing again. Surely,  I just need to bear down and triple focus, this has to be inside of me, I believed. So I furrowed my brow and searched my mind and my understanding for those nuggets of joy. Here is the truth my searching uncovered: I still have much to learn about the scriptural application of joy.

Sitting at my computer with very little written on my outline, my head asked my heart, Why don’t you know very much about joy? The joy outline revealed that I know lots about joy when there is obvious joy present in my circumstances or in my heart. Yep, I know the happy, dancing kind of joy. But the verse that highlights my lack is this one: “Be joyful always.”

Always? Always meaning always? In all things? No matter where I am? Or who I am with? Always? The Bible, and therefore the Lord, did not stutter. God said always. No conditions. No limits. No qualifiers. Just plain always.

This great big truth is where we must begin. The God of the universe, the God of our creation, and the Designer of our humanity has commanded all who follow His Son, Jesus, to be joyful always. I imagine that God assigned this topic to me, not because I have a treasure chest of knowledge to pour out, but because I am lacking and His desire is that I would live in full obedience to His instruction. I believe this writing has been given to me so that I would study and learn, but even more important, so that my life would be transformed.

We are going to spend the next fifty-one weeks together searching, learning, and applying this powerful, radical, spirit-altering call from God. I pray that we both will be eternally changed. I also pray that the weeks will be so much more than an accumulation of knowledge. The Apostle Paul wrote the words “Be joyful always” so that our lives would become an expression of joy.

And so, we begin with the goal before us. We will spend this year learning about joy, so that our mind, body, and soul will be changed. The goal of this year is to become a living expression of joy.

May this great truth transform your life and mine.

As you search your own heart for what you already know about joy, what thoughts come to mind?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] TUESDAY [image: image]

THE YEAR AHEAD

The instruction to “be joyful always” wasn’t just written to the Thessalonians. Paul gave a similar instruction to the Philippians: “Rejoice in the Lord, always. I will say it again, rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4).

Today, take a few minutes to think about the year ahead. What areas of your life would be radically transformed by learning to “rejoice in the Lord, always”? List a few of those below and then take a few minutes to pray, specifically committing each one of those areas to the Lord. In effect, handing over to God all the places you long for him to work in your life toward joy.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] WEDNESDAY [image: image]

BE TRANSFORMED

As I began to realize how very little I knew about joy, I started to pray, Lord, show me what I have been missing. Change me. Read this passage from Romans 12:2 and write your own prayer for this year’s joy journey below: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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WHAT’S YOUR JOY QUOTIENT?

Always means “at all times, unfailingly, habitually, continuously, endlessly.” This week’s key passage instructs us to be joyful always. Does that seem overwhelming to you? Impossible? The Bible would not require of us what we can never become. Circle the words below that best describe your current joy quotient?

 






	Never

	Sometimes

	Seldom




	Constant

	Off and on

	Random




	Up and down

	Dependent on others

	Inconsistent





Pray with me: Oh great God, will you meet me right where I am and begin to change my heart? I long to be joyful always. Amen.

[image: image] THE WEEKEND [image: image]

OUR SOURCE FOR HOPE

In another familiar passage of scripture, Jesus Himself made a promise to us: “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20)

If you and I are called to “be joyful always,” what hope does this promise give to you? Who will be our source and our guide on this journey toward transforming joy?

The powerful presence of Jesus will be with us always. He will be our guide as we learn to live always in His joy.

Spend this weekend observing. In these next few days, pay attention to the moments or circumstances where you experience joy. Don’t force anything or manipulate your thoughts. Just pay attention to where you are and what gives you tastes of joy. We have a beautiful journey ahead, but this weekend, take some time to notice where you are beginning. Then jot down a few of your discoveries:

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] Scripture has but one sense, which is the literal sense.[image: image]

—William Tyndale (1494–1536)



JOY
WEEK 3
Defined
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DEFINING JOY

You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.

—Psalm 16:11

I’ve spent half the morning reading great thinkers’ definitions of joy. Take a few minutes to read the ones I’ve chosen below. Use your pen to circle or underline the phrases and words that mean something to you today.

JOY — The inner attitude of rejoicing in one’s salvation regardless of outward circumstances.1

JOY — A quality or attitude of delight and happiness, which is ultimately grounded in the work of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Among the many situations in which joy is experienced, Scripture recognizes being accepted in the presence of God as supreme.2

JOY — State of delight and well-being that results from knowing and serving God. A number of Greek and Hebrew words are used to convey the ideas of joy and rejoicing. We have the same situation in English with such nearly synonymous words as happiness, pleasure, delight, gladness, merriment, felicity, and enjoyment. The words joy and rejoice are the words used most often to translate the Hebrew and Greek words into English. Joy is found more than 150 times in the Bible. If such words as joyous and joyful are included, the number comes to more than 200. The verb rejoice appears well over 200 times.

Joy is the fruit of a right relation with God. It is not something people can create by their own efforts. The Bible distinguishes joy from pleasure.3

JOY — Christians have grounds for joy in both their experience of salvation and their hope of what God will do in the future.4

JOY — Positive human condition that can be either feeling or action. The Bible uses “joy” in both senses.5

Before we move past defining joy, why don’t you take a minute to write your own definition of joy. I’ll help you start:

Joy is . . .

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] TUESDAY [image: image]

DEFINING THE “ALWAYS” KIND OF JOY

Yesterday, the last definition of joy stated that joy is both a feeling and an action. Last week we learned that God calls us to “be joyful always.” When Paul wrote those words, he was using the “action” definition of joy. Those words mean joy is an action we can engage in, choose, and learn to have—regardless of how we “feel.”

Oh my, do you see how important this definition is to us as we begin this journey toward living in joy every day? We can choose the action of joy no matter what our circumstances, even no matter our feelings.

Have you tried to “feel” joy all the time and felt like a miserable failure? Me too.

To “rejoice” means “to find joy in.” Take a few minutes to write out this verse a few times. Then commit it to memory: “Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again: Rejoice!” (Philippians 4:4).

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] WEDNESDAY [image: image]

CHOOSING TO LIVE IN JOY

Joy is a feeling and an action. But learning to live in everyday joy means that we choose the action of joy regardless of how we feel. Some of us haven’t had very much practice in choosing joy, but this is the year everything changes! I believe we can become people of action. People of joy.

This very moment, think of the one place you most desperately need joy. Bow your head and spend a moment listening to God. Ask Him, “How can I choose the action of joy no matter how I feel?” Make a note here about God’s answer:

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] THURSDAY [image: image]

THE POWER TO CHOOSE

Any action requires motion. All motion requires power. The power to choose the action of joy will come to you by way of Jesus, through the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit fills the soul of every person who follows Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is the source of all spiritual power. The good news is that you don’t have to be powerful enough or smart enough to begin the journey toward joy. It’s the Holy Spirit who will give you what you need.

Many days, I declare to God, I have nothing. You will have to be my all. Maybe you feel the same way. In 1 Corinthians, Paul wants us to understand where his power comes from: “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.” (1 Corinthians 2:4–5). In the very same way that Paul acquired wisdom, we too will acquire joy . . . God’s power.

Take a minute to write a prayer, asking God to release the power of the Spirit in you and give you the ability to be joyful!

[image: image] THE WEEKEND [image: image]

A NEW DEFINITION

Why don’t you take a poll this weekend? Ask your children. Ask your spouse. Your neighbor. Your pastor. Find out how the people in your life define this beautiful characteristic called joy.

Based on our time this week, why don’t you write a new definition of the everyday joy that becomes your personal goal? This is the definition that I want you to begin praying for, asking God to transform your heart and give you this kind of joy.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image] The very nature of joy makes nonsense of our common distinction between having and wanting.[image: image]

—C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy



JOY
WEEK 4
What Has Happened?
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A POWERFUL LITTLE QUESTION

What has happened to all your joy?

—Galatians 4:15

When I was reading through the book of Galatians a few months ago, this verse stopped me right in my tracks. My head kept trying to read the next words, but Paul’s question to the church was so powerful and relevant, I felt like he had jumped off the page and yelled at me. Me, for heaven’s sake; he was yelling at me. Then he wouldn’t leave me alone. For weeks, I kept hearing this question shout to me in the glorious and in the mundane. On airplanes, in my laundry room, laying on my pillow just moments away from sleep . . . What has happened to all your joy?

Now that I’ve had plenty of time to think about it, I’ll tell you what’s happened to mine. I had forgotten about joy. I had been so busy doing and becoming and scurrying that I hadn’t given one intentional thought to the pursuit or the presence of joy. Embarrassing. Bible teachers ought to think about joy more often.

Honestly, I couldn’t remember the last time I asked God to fill me with joy. Or to create a joyful spirit in my children. Goodness knows I’ve asked for peace and sanity and obedience. I’ve prayed for healing and wisdom. I’ve worshiped the Lord and studied His Word. But joy? How in the world did I forget about the beautiful, good, and pleasing gift of joy?

After months of yelling from this passage, God has my complete attention. I want His joy! To pursue His joy. To be filled with joy. To respond and react in joy. To discover new joy in my regular, old life. To give joy and multiply joy in the lives of my children. To teach about joy. To serve with greater joy. To love from the deep well of joy.

What scares me is that my life is flying by. Without that Galatians shout-out, I could have spent the next who knows how many years living morally, loving and serving, but possibly missing the fullness of joy that God desires for me.

Do you know how grateful I am that God has divinely given me the assignment of learning more about joy? Eternally grateful. Do you know how much I want you to hear that same verse calling your soul awake? So very much.

Paul remembered the joy of the Galatians when they first came to Christ. But since he had been with them, other men had come in, given new instructions, and stolen their hearts. When Paul wrote to the Galatians in chapter 4, he was specifically rebuking them for leaning into the laws that caused them to lose their joy. They had forgotten about joy.

Maybe this verse is shouting to you today in much the same way it shouted to me . . . What has happened to all your joy?

As we begin this week together, how would you answer that question?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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DISTRACTED FROM JOY

The church in Galatia had become distracted by trying to keep all the laws. They sacrificed their joy on the altar of rule-keeping. Even smaller things have distracted me. Things like buying birthday cards and trying to get those things in the mail, making some kind of dinner every night, and potty training the puppies. Actually, I have let almost everything become a distraction, when in fact, God has called me to keep my eyes on the source of my joy—Him.

Quick, name the first five things that easily distract you from joy:

 

1. _______________________________________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________________________________________________
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TURNING AWAY FROM DISTRACTION

Everyone I know longs to live in the fullness of joy, yet I can count on one hand the people I’m close to who truly live that way. I don’t believe the choice to live without joy is intentional. Maybe we have just become accustomed to living without joy, so we have lost the deep craving.

Let’s pray this prayer together, God, please show me what has happened to my joy.

And now this prayer, God, I repent . . .

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________
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“DO YOU WANT IT?”

“Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five colonnades. Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, ‘Do you want to get well?’” (John 5:1–6).
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