
 

Question: "Is there a difference between joy and happiness?" 
 
Answer: There is no explicit difference between happiness and joy. Both involve the emotions, both are pleasurable 
feelings, and both are mentioned in Scripture in passages that equate the two. 
 
A dictionary definition of happiness is “a state of well-being; a pleasurable or satisfying experience.” A definition of the 
word rejoice, related to the word joy, is “to feel great delight; to be glad.” Depending on the translation, the Bible uses 
the words happy and happiness about 30 times, while joy and rejoice appear over 300 times. 
 
Jeremiah 31:13 says, “I will turn their mourning into gladness; / I will give them comfort and joy instead of sorrow.” 
Here, in the parallelism of Hebrew poetry, the words gladness and <joy are used synonymously. And Proverbs 23:25 
says, “Let your father and your mother be glad, / And let her rejoice who gave birth to you.” Being glad is the same thing 
as rejoicing in this verse. Unless we are willing to say that gladness and happiness are completely different things, then 
we must say that joy and happiness are linked. 
 
It is common today to hear believers speak of a difference between joy and happiness. The teaching usually makes the 
following points: 1) Happiness is a feeling, but joy is not. 2) Happiness is fleeting, but joy is everlasting. 3) Happiness 
depends on circumstances or other people, but joy is a gift from God. 4) Happiness is worldly, but joy is divine. But there 
is no such distinction made in Scripture, and forcing a distinction between two words that are so obviously close in 
meaning is unnecessary. 
 
If a person is joyful, then he or she is happy. There’s no such thing as glum joy. We cannot drain joy of emotion and still 
call it “joy.” When God’s Spirit gives us joy, then we are happy people. Christians should be joyful; happiness should 
characterize our everyday lives. 
 
James 1:2 says, “Consider it all joy, my brothers, when you encounter various trials.” Christians can be happy, even in 
the midst of difficulties, because we know “the testing of our faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its 
perfect result, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (verses 3–4). As we persevere through trials, 
with God’s help, our faith strengthens and matures. By God’s grace we can be happy despite our circumstances. 
 
Joy is often presented as “true” contentment based on faith. Happiness, in contrast, is often thought of as “false” or 
“superficial” emotion dependent on circumstances. But this is a false dichotomy. There is nothing in the Bible that 
suggests we divorce joy from happiness. The two are equal. 
 
Of course, there are different types of joy and happiness. There is a joy that comes from the world, such as “the fleeting 
pleasures of sin” spoken of in Hebrews 11:25. There is a joy that is part of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22). There is 
a temporary happiness and an eternal happiness, but we can call both “happiness.” We don’t need to split hairs 
between the meaning of joy and happiness. We just need to decide where our joy comes from. Are we happy in the 
Lord, or are we content with the happiness the world affords? 
 
Solomon tried the world’s brand of happiness and found it to be lacking: “I said to myself, ‘Come now, I will test you 
with pleasure to find out what is good.’ But that also proved to be meaningless. ‘Laughter,’ I said, ‘is madness. And what 
does pleasure accomplish?’” (Ecclesiastes 2:1–2). The joy of the world is hollow, but the joy of the Lord is rich and 
abundant. The world’s happiness will fade with time, but God’s people will be happy forever. 
 
“Those the LORD has rescued will return. They will enter Zion with singing; everlasting joy will crown their heads. 
Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away” (Isaiah 35:10). 
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