
IMPOSSIBLE JOY 
 
 → Not many weeks ago now the “mini iPad” was released and there were the 
usual long queues of people waiting outside the Apple stores in order to be amongst 
the first to get their hands on one.  We see this kind of behaviour almost every time a 
new piece of technology is released these days – people sleep out over night, some 
take a day off work in order not to miss out!  But what are all these people really 
looking for?  What do they think this latest piece of technology is going to do for 
them?  Do they think it’s going to bring them fulfilment, happiness, contentment or 
joy?  Perhaps they do!  Why else would you wait all those hours?   
 
………. Well, this morning, as we arrive at this final Sunday in Advent, we’ve heard 
about joy in the Advent Candle liturgy, Alison has invited you to speak about 
experiences of joy, so you may not be surprised that I also want to speak about joy, 
but I want us to focus on what may have seemed to Mary and Elizabeth an 
impossible joy.  Why impossible?  Well our story begins with two pregnant women 
who really shouldn’t have been expecting babies at all – one was too old, the other 
was a virgin and unmarried and yet here God is at work.  This is the stuff of miracles 
and miracles, when they are received with the openness that we see in Mary and 
Elizabeth, are also the stuff of joy. 
 
 → So, first of all I want us to think of joy as a gift of God.  Mary has just 
received this astonishing news that she’s going to give birth to the Son of God but 
she’s also been told that her cousin Elizabeth is expecting.  It’s no wonder then that 
Mary sets off on the journey to see Elizabeth.  Of all people Elizabeth will surely 
understand Mary.  They’ve both had amazing things happen to them and they can 
support each other through the difficult times ahead of getting other people to believe 
and understand their stories.  Maybe that’s one of the reasons why the angel told 
Mary about Elizabeth; so that they could be a help to one another.   
 
……….Now, usually when a group of pregnant women get together the talk is of 
swollen ankles, food cravings and names for babies.  But not Mary and Elizabeth it 
seems – at least that’s not been recorded by Luke!  The gospel records that when 
Elizabeth heard Mary’s voice the baby moved within her or as some versions have it 
“the child leaped in her womb!”  Elizabeth tells Mary how the baby in her womb 
leaped for joy!  And then she goes on to speak words that suggest that somehow the 
Spirit of God has revealed to her that Mary’s baby is special because she refers to 
Mary as “the mother of my Lord.”  She is humbled that Mary, who is her relative after 
all, should visit her because now she is more than just her cousin – she is to be the 
mother of God’s son! 
 
……….So, the joy begins here for these two women in impossible circumstances – 
both of them miraculously pregnant.  One was barren and past child-bearing years 
but like Sarah and Hannah in the Old Testament is given a child by God despite her 
age and her physical condition.  And it’s not just any child!  Her child would be the 
last of the prophets, declaring the coming of the Messiah.  The other, Mary, was a 
virgin at the beginning of her child-bearing years and yet God gave her a child 
without the help of a man; a special child who would be the Messiah that God had 
promised so long before! 
 



……….All children are a gift and there’s nothing quite like the birth of a child for 
turning your world upside down.  The birth of a child brings wonder, awe, joy and 
often the sense that a miracle has happened and that’s exactly what had happened 
here for Mary and Elizabeth.  And whilst I’m sure that joy wouldn’t’ have been the 
only emotion they felt at this time, given the mountains that they must have realised 
they’d have to climb in sharing their stories, they did feel joy.  Something amazing 
was happening.  God was moving and through it all was creating joy, so joy is a gift 
of God.    
    
……….Elsewhere in God’s word, we read that joy is a fruit of the spirit, something 
that God brings about in the lives of those that are open and available and obedient 
to him.  At seeing Mary, Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and with joy.  And if 
we read on further in this first chapter of Luke we read how Mary rejoiced at what 
God was going and we’ll hear the words that she spoke a little later in our time 
together.  Joy has its source in God, so if we want to experience the kind of joy that 
both Mary and Elizabeth experienced, then we need to allow God into our lives.   
 
 → But, it can’t have escaped your notice that these two women who are so 
full of joy have huge challenges ahead of them.  Joy is often mixed with adversity, 
struggle and difficulty and in a sense, to truly understand joy you also have to 
understand sorrow and I think that’s probably true here for Mary.  She certainly knew 
the joy of being used by God, but she was also going to face a degree of social 
stigma.  Having a child outside of marriage wouldn’t have been a reason for a party 
in Jewish culture; in fact it was more likely to result in stoning.  And no doubt Mary 
would have been very anxious about what it would be like to raise the son of God.  
Yet she was willing to follow God’s call on her life! 
 
……….To know true joy we also have to be willing to make sacrifices just as Mary 
did, to obey as she did and to submit ourselves to God’s plan for us, just as she did.  
Sometimes God calls us to do things that we never would imagine could bring joy 
into our lives but it seems that joy is a by-product of our obedience.  If joy is 
something that we receive from God’s generosity because we’re available and 
prepared (even if we don’t realise it), then when God calls us to do something that 
will bring joy, we can almost be certain that it will involve challenges along the way.  
Joy is a by product of our obedience but it’s a joy deeper than anything the world can 
give; a joy greater than we could ever know from the mini iPad or a job promotion or 
even from the birth of a child, because it enables us to face life and sustains us 
through the challenges that do come our way. 
 
 → And finally, joy is something that we’re called to share.  Isn’t it interesting 
that God chose Mary and Elizabeth, two women who were related, to be the mothers 
of John and Jesus?  As I hinted at before, no doubt that may have made things a 
little easier for them because they could share their experiences and support each 
other through the challenges.  It meant that neither of them were alone in their rather 
unusual circumstances and there’s a deep-seated joy that comes from that kind of 
friendship and fellowship that helps you to understand that you’re never alone. 
 
……….And there’s also joy when we know that we’re fulfilling the part of God’s plan 
and purpose that he has in mind for us.  Both Mary and Elizabeth had unique and 
special roles.  Both would give birth to a son, and each one of their boys had a 



particular calling to fulfil.  One was undoubtedly greater than the other, but 
nevertheless God chose both of them and both of these women would be called to 
share the joy of having these sons with others.  They would also know the pain of 
their sons dying – John was beheaded for speaking the truth, Jesus was crucified for 
being the Truth.   
 
……….It seems as if neither Mary nor Elizabeth could contain the joy they felt.  Both 
had to share it with one another and ultimately they would have to share it with the 
world.  And the same is true for us.  The joy we know is a joy that we’re called to 
share and the amazing thing is that sharing our joy doesn’t mean we have less of it, 
but more!  The more you give it away, the more it increases! 
  
 → I wonder, this morning, when was the last time that you leapt for joy?  
When was the last time that you heard news so wonderful, so incredible, that you 
couldn’t contain the joy that you felt and it simply burst out of you?  Well, even if you 
can’t think of anything right now, let me remind you that most of us will have heard 
wonderful news in these last few weeks if we have been at any of the carol services 
here.  Within the Christmas story we have been reminded that when the angel 
appeared to the shepherds, the angel said to them, “I am bringing you good news of 
great joy for all the people!”  Good news of great joy – for you and for me, for the 
whole world.  That’s what this season is all about – joy, great joy!   
 
……….Does the good news of Jesus Christ still bring you great joy, even amidst the 
difficulties in your life?  Have you, like Mary and Elizabeth made yourself available 
for joy through a life of devotion and obedience?  Are you willing to face the 
challenges that will inevitably come when you live for God, knowing that living for him 
will bring an impossible joy?  I hope that you are because if your joy is going to be 
limited to what you find under the Christmas tree or what you have to eat over the 
Christmas period, you will probably end up disappointed.  I pray that your joy will be 
deeper than even the joy that you may experience being with your family and friends.  
And if you think that’s impossible, then remember the words of the angel to Mary, 
“For nothing will be impossible with God!”  That’s my prayer for all of us this 
Christmas, that we will all know an impossible joy, for that is the joy that only God 
can bring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


