
A D V E N T  M M X X V Surprised By Joy

I N T R O  
• Share a surprise, either good or bad, you’ve 

received. 
• When you think of “joy,” what comes to mind?

R E A D  
(Scripture readings appear below under the 
three points)

R E F L E C T  &  R E S P O N D  
We often distinguish joy from happiness, where 
happiness seems shallow and circumstantial. 
However, Scripture doesn’t make this distinction 
so clear. The real issue is where we expect 
happiness or joy to come from. Today, we 
examine three texts showing God’s joy can 
surprise us in barren, dark, and hard places. 

Joy That Blooms in Barrenness
Read Isaiah 35:1-2, 10 

Israel was in exile—feeling cut off, dry, 
abandoned. Into that, God promises renewal: 
deserts blooming, joy overtaking sorrow.

Q: Where in your life do you resonate with the 
image of barren land right now? 
Q: What does it mean that joy appears first in the 
vision, even before the circumstances change?

Joy That Breaks Into Darkness
Read Luke 2:8-11

Shepherds were often considered social 
outcasts, ceremonially unclean, and often 
worked lonely night shifts. God chose them as 
the first to hear, “Do not be afraid…great joy.”

Q: What forms of darkness—fear, uncertainty, 
stress—feel most real in your life right now?
Q: How does the angel’s message challenge the 
idea that fear must disappear before joy can 
arrive?

Joy That Defies Circumstances
Read Phil 4:4-5

Paul writes these words from prison, calling the 
church to rejoice—not because anything is easy, 
but because Christ is near. Joy becomes an act 
of holy defiance.

Q: What does Paul teach us about the nature of 
joy?
Q: Where do you see the difference between joy 
because of circumstances and joy despite them?

So, joy can surprise us in the barren, dark, and 
difficult parts of our lives. But we can also 
cultivate joy within ourselves. How?

Grace x Gratitude = Joy

In other words, the more aware we are of God’s 
grace, and the more grateful we are for that 
grace, the more joy grows in us.

Personal Application
• Where might God want to bring joy where you 

least expect it?
• What fear or worry do you hear God speaking 

“Do not be afraid” over?
• What would it look like to “rejoice” as an act of 

holy defiance this week?

P R A Y  
Pray together using these prompts:
• Thank God for His grace and the joy He gives.
• Ask for renewed joy in barren, dark, or difficult 

places.
• Pray for the courage to notice God’s surprises 

this Advent.
• Lift up any personal or group needs.
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