December 16, 2018

Zephaniah 3:14-20

When Fear Gives Way to Joy

Fear helps us to remember that we are not alone. This, in turn, leads to hope and joy.

AT A GLANCE: 
One hundred and 50 years ago, Phillips Brooks penned the words to a beloved Christmas carol. But the carol uses two words in the same line that seem opposed to each other: hopes and fears. How are our hopes and fears “met in thee tonight”? 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The Prayer Project,” December 13, 2006, at HomileticsOnline.com. 


“The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more.”
—Zephaniah 3:15b.

“Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light; the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”
	The line, of course, is from a beloved Christmas carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” What Christian doesn’t cherish the image of eternal light beaming from the ramshackle stable where the Christ child dozes in the arms of his mother? Who doesn’t celebrate the hope his birth brings to a world where hope so often seems in short supply?
	But fears? What has fear to do with Christmas?
	The history of the carol provides a hint. “O Little Town of Bethlehem” was written in 1868 by the famed preacher Phillips Brooks. The Civil War had ended only three years earlier. Yes, Lee and Grant had signed their peace accord at Appomattox and shaken hands on the deal. Yes, battle-weary veterans from both sides had laid down their arms and trudged home. But half the nation still lay in ruins, and the notorious Andrew Johnson — by most accounts the worst POTUS the nation had ever seen — was doing his best to dismantle the rights that had been won for the former slaves at such a terrible human cost. 
On the home front, north and south, families had been decimated by the carnage of the most brutal war America had ever known. Wives and mothers counted themselves lucky if their husbands and boys had come home lacking an arm or a leg or an eye or shivering with PTSD. They knew he could easily have not come home at all.
	In 1868, it gave Americans some comfort to picture the humble Bethlehem stable as the place where hope and fear meet each other — and where hope emerges the ultimate victor.

What do people fear?	
What do people — perhaps the people sitting on the folding chairs or padded pews in your worship space —fear this Advent?
	The answer, no doubt, is as varied as the number of worshipers on this Sunday morning. So many of them are living with fears of imminent catastrophes, real or imagined. These are anxious times. Whether rich or poor, employed or unemployed, members of the majority culture or minorities subject to racial profiling, the cacophonous “Ain’t it awful?” refrain of our culture pounds its way into their hearts and minds.
	One blogger said last year that, rather than joy, her life was filled with fear. She was freaking out about ...
· Whether she forgot to get a gift for anyone she would be seeing on Christmas,
· Whether she bought adequate gifts for her co-workers,
· Whether her children have an equal amount of presents to open,
· Whether she messed up the name tags and gave the wrong gifts to her boys,
· Whether her youngest will think that Santa thought he was a bad boy this year,
· Whether her husband would like his gifts and
· Whether she has money left over to cover for those she forgot.
 Long after Brooks put pen to paper to describe those silent stars floating over Bethlehem’s deep and dreamless sleep, we still yearn for the abiding peace that is freedom from fear.
	John the Baptist sets the alarmist tone in today’s gospel lesson: “Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (Luke 3:9).
	Is that cringeworthy enough for you?
	Far from delivering comfort and consolation, John’s prophecy is calculated to disturb. Yet, it is as much a part of the church’s Advent proclamation as the message of comfort and peace.
	Christians are used to looking to the Old Testament for prophetic condemnation and to the New Testament for consolation, but this week the order is reversed. Luke is trafficking in fear while the Zephaniah passage sounds a note of triumphant hope: “The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more.”
	Not that Zephaniah’s larger prophecy is all sweetness and light. Like his contemporary Jeremiah, Zephaniah in the early chapters of his book voices the message of Deus irae, the angry God:
	“I will utterly sweep away everything from the face of the earth, says the LORD. I will sweep away humans and animals; I will sweep away the birds of the air and the fish of the sea” (1:2-3).
	He continues:
	“On that day, says the LORD, a cry will be heard from the Fish Gate, a wail from the Second Quarter, a loud crash from the hills. ... I will search Jerusalem with lamps, and I will punish the people who rest complacently on their dregs, those who say in their hearts, ‘The LORD will not do good, nor will he do harm’” (1:10, 12).
	His words are an indictment of our culture. How many of our neighbors respond to the gospel message with a shrug, opining “The Lord will not do good, nor will God do harm”?
	Yet, we do not vanquish fear by denying or avoiding it. We need to admit that fear is as much a part of the Christmas story as peace and joy. It actually helps to begin our Advent journey with a frank acknowledgment of our fears. For it is only by moving through our fears to the joy that awaits us on the other side that we truly grasp the triumphant good news of the Christ child coming into the world.

We pretend there’s no fear	
There’s more fear in the Christmas story than most of us care to be reminded of. 
It’s unmistakably present in John’s fiery preaching, of course, but we glimpse it also in the angel’s repeated greeting: “Do not be afraid.” Yes, the angel says not to be afraid, but the fact that such an exhortation needs to be voiced at all is an admission that fear is an ever-present reality — then and now.
	You just don’t get that in the secular version of the coming holiday. It’s all light and no shadow, all merriment and no malevolence. As for those who turn for a moment from the relentless yuletide cheer to acknowledge some all-too-human problem or difficulty, they might be accused of lacking sufficient “Christmas spirit.”
	Walter Wangerin captures the shallowness of secular Christmas merriment with these words:
	“Mindlessly do the bells of secular celebrations jingle for Christmas. Meaninglessly do carols repeat their tinny joys in all the malls in America. No richer than soda pop is every sentimentalized Christmas special on TV. Fearless is the world at play with godly things, because Godless is its heart. If God is a laughing Santy, why should we be afraid?” 
	But God is no “laughing Santy.” Secular culture may be quick to domesticate God into a benevolent philanthropist, a kindly figure very much like Santa Claus, but that’s not the full biblical witness. God is to be loved, yes; but God is also to be feared.
	This may seem a problematic thing to say — especially to neighbors who may have felt demoralized in their younger years by an image of God as harshly judgmental (and at times, perhaps even terrifying). Some of us may be quite pleased to declare that we’ve grown beyond such a restrictive image of God. “Our God,” such theological optimists claim, “is a God of love and peace, of empowerment and affirmation.”
	Well, God is all these things, to be sure — but do we really want to discard the biblical understanding of God as righteous judge?  Do we really want to live in a world where there is no final judgment, no ultimate accounting for deeds of good or evil?
	Clearly, John the Baptist wants no part of such a world — nor do the gospel-writers, as they bookend the Christmas story with angels who preface good news with “Fear not,” on one side, and with the soldiers of a jealous king who run babies through with their swords, on the other.

To get to joy, we pass through fear	
We don’t get to Christmas joy by detouring around fear. We get there, as Phillips Brooks knew, only by allowing the hopes and fears of all the years to meet one another in that little town of Bethlehem.
	Who would advance such a crazy idea that seems so out of step with popular culture? A Christian, that’s who! A Christian who believes God’s promises and knows them to be true. In this life there are things to be feared — no doubt about that. If we did not fear the worst outcomes of human life — illness, poverty, pain, suffering and all the rest — we’d be considered foolish. Yet both Zephaniah and John are telling us good news. They’re telling us that all these fears of ours are ultimately as nothing when laid up against the great plans God has for this world and all who dwell therein.
	Leonard Sweet tells a story about a certain Native American tribe who had a unique way of training young braves. On the night of a boy’s 13th birthday, he was led out into the wilderness to spend the night alone. Most young braves, at this time in their lives, had never been away from the security of their elders. Yet on this night, these young teenagers were blindfolded and taken miles away. When each one took off his blindfold, he found himself in the middle of the woods. Alone. Dependent on nothing but the good will of the Great Spirit, and his own survival training.
	We can well imagine what a terrifying night that was for these young boys. Imagination magnified every woodland sound, until it seemed like a fearsome monster.
	But then, finally, each young brave managed to get to sleep. When dawn broke, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked around.  What he saw was an amazing sight — a tall man, standing just a few feet away, armed with bow and arrow. It was his father. He had been there all night long, weapons at the ready: watching over his son, as he slept. 
	Into each human life, some fears must intrude. There are indeed times when thick darkness surrounds us, and we may justifiably wonder if we’ll ever see daylight again.  Yet even in times of loneliness and despair — especially in times of loneliness and despair — we are not alone. There is one who waits beside us, to watch over us and protect us.
	This is a prime message of the glorious season for which we are now preparing ourselves. The heart of Christmas is the theological doctrine known as the Incarnation, that, as the gospel-writer John puts it, “the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory” (John 1:14). Christian writer and poet Kathleen Norris says that “the Incarnation is the place ... where hope contends with fear.”  The good news of this bright season is not that we have nothing to fear in this life, but rather that our fearsome and powerful God has the ability to bring us through every lesser fear that may assail us. 
	O little town of Bethlehem, it’s true that “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.” In a matter of days, we will gather to celebrate the good news of the Messiah’s birth. May we discover anew, in these days of expectation, that when hope meets fear in Jesus Christ, the lesser fears of this life are vanquished. The only one we need fear, then, is God, and the fear of God, as Proverbs says, is “the beginning of wisdom” (9:10).

Frank Norris, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· “The LORD is in your midst.” Making references to the meaning of “Immanuel” and the meaning of the Incarnation, bring a message on how God is present in our world and in our lives.
· Joy. We talk a lot about joy, but do we have a clear understanding of its meaning? Perhaps returning to Bethlehem will help.
· This Sunday is sometimes referred to as Gaudete Sunday, or Joy Sunday. Discuss how the joy we experience during Advent is different than the joy experienced by those celebrating only the secular holiday. Compare and contrast the sacred season with the secular holiday. What makes Christmas special for Christians?

Sources:
Sweet, Leonard. SoulSalsa. Zondervan, 2000, 23-24.
Wangerin, Walter. Preparing For Jesus. Zondervan, 1999, 59-60.

THE OTHER TEXTS
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Isaiah 12:2-6
What Does the Text Say?
Chapter 12 begins with the phrase “You will say on that day, I will give thanks to you, O LORD” (v. 1). That same phrase recurs in verse 4. In fact, the theme of the whole chapter is the thanksgiving of a people who, regardless of their own provocative behavior, have cause to believe that God will once again save them on a future day that he will choose. “Salvation” is mentioned no less than three times in verses 2-3. The image of “wells” or “springs of salvation” from which the people would draw water (v. 3) is an image unique to this passage. Because of Israel’s dependence upon rainfall and underground springs for the majority of the water that kept them and their flocks alive, the comparison of God’s life-giving salvation to an underground spring would be a very powerful image. There is also an unusual title for God in verse 2. Although the NRSV translates this divine name as “LORD GOD,” the textual notes in most annotated Bibles indicate that the Hebrew phrase rendered here is not the standard YHWH Elohim, but rather, Ya-YHWH. This seemingly awkward pairing of the Tetragrammaton and its abbreviation has prompted translations throughout the ages, beginning with the Greek and Latin versions, to delete the abbreviated name as a suspected scribal error. There is, however, no such error here. What Isaiah is doing is quoting a verse from another, more ancient, Israelite song of thanksgiving and praise of God, Exodus 15:2, which begins “YA is my strength and my might.” 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
No Fear When Trusting. If you trust someone, fear vanishes. Rewrite these verses as though you are the author and you’re praising your earthly dad or mom. For purposes of illustration, let’s use “Dad.” “Surely, Dad has saved my life. I will trust and not be afraid, for Dad is my strength and my power. Dad always has my back. So, no wonder that my life is full of joy. No wonder that any day of the week I give thanks for Dad and tell everyone about him. I sing his praises to the skies. He is an awesome dad. I can’t say enough about my dad.” Okay. It’s God about whom the writer is speaking. And this speaker has no fear. Why? He trusts in God. When you have trust, fear vanishes. 
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Isaiah in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Philippians 4:4-7
What Does the Text Say?
Paul exhorts the Christians in Philippi to “rejoice.” Indeed, the “joy” word group appears 16 times in this relatively short letter — half the time referring to Paul’s joy, half the time to the Philippians’ joy. Exegetes note that the Greek can also mean “farewell.” The latter translation has some validity in this section as it clearly falls near the letter’s end. So the New English Bible captures both senses when it translates verse 4 “Farewell; I wish you all joy in the Lord. I will say it again: all joy be yours.” One might want to use the now archaic form, “Fare-you-well” to begin to capture both connotations of leaving and admonitions to be joyful. The adjective translated as “gentleness” is related to the verb which is translated into English as “to yield, to give way, to draw back, to retire.” Thus the admonition to “let your gentleness be known to everyone” carries with it the connotation of a deliberate strategy of adaptability and accommodation to the needs of those in and around this young community. It may be difficult for a modern American to grasp the implications of this demand. Philippi, it will be recalled, was re-established by Caesar Augustus as a Roman colony for the benefit of retired Roman soldiers. For the traditionally religious people of antiquity, to be loyal to Rome was to be loyal to, to have faith in, the gods of Rome and Caesar, the lord of the Roman Empire. This the Christian minority could not do. Paul’s admonition is not to be on the street corners proclaiming the new gospel. Rather, he urges the Philippians to let their “gentleness” (NRSV), their “kindness” (New American Bible), their “magnanimity” (New English Bible) show in their lives. In other words, Paul is urging his community to be accommodating, gentle, kind and bighearted to those who probably — with good reason — considered them traitors to Rome. For Paul, such adaptability stands as a key Christian virtue (see 2:3-5).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Bible Protein Bar. You have no doubt consumed a protein bar on occasion. Some people don’t care for the taste. Protein bars can be bland and tasteless. But they are dense, chewy and full of protein. That’s the feeling of these four verses. Check out the ingredients in Paul’s Philippian Protein Bar. This Bible Bar is packed with solid advice about the need to give thanks, to be gentle with others, to pray and to have peace. Paul covers in 63 words so much that is essential in Christian living: rejoicing in God, gentleness, freedom from worry, prayers and supplications, God’s peace and God’s care of our hearts. 
*Homiletics has treated this five times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Philippians in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 3:7-18
What Does the Text Say?
In this text, Luke reports that “the crowds,” “even tax collectors” and “soldiers,” reacted positively to John’s message. So they ask, “What should we do?” (vv. 10, 12, 14). To “the crowds,” John offers this counsel: Whoever has more than is needed (i.e., “two coats,” “food”) “must share with anyone who has none” (v. 11). He instructs the despised tax collectors to “collect no more than the amount prescribed for you” (v. 13). And to the soldiers, John declares, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages” (v. 14). John calls each class of persons to demonstrate justice in every sphere of their lives — showing generosity toward one’s neighbors, adhering to honorable business practices, refusing to make use of one’s rank as a means of exploitation and regarding one’s earnings as sufficient.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Good News: Repent, Be Baptized, Do Right. This was John the Baptizer’s message. Should it be ours? But what is the “good news”? Is it a “feel-good gospel” that requires nothing of us? See Bonhoeffer’s idea of “cheap grace.” Is it a works-oriented gospel that suggests that a right relationship with God can be achieved by sharing our coats (v. 11), not cheating people (v. 13), not extorting people and being happy with our salaries (v. 14)? The good news could be that works do matter. The repentance of which John speaks is a repentance for the very practices he mentions: selfishness, cheating, extorting and ingratitude, et alia. Repent of these things. Mark your repentance with baptism and go and sin no more. It is very helpful for most of us if we know what is expected of us, what we’re supposed to do. When John is asked the question, “What then should we do?” he has a ready answer. It is good news when we understand that not only is there something we can do, but that it is possible to do it.
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Luke in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
I think we’re going to have an exceptionally good Christmas. The very fact that outward circumstance precludes our making provision for it will show whether we can be content with what is truly essential. I used to be very fond of thinking up and buying presents, but now that we have nothing to give, the gift God gave us in the birth of Christ will seem all the more glorious; the emptier our hands, the better we understand what Luther meant: We are beggars, it’s true. The poorer our quarters, the more clearly we perceive that our hearts should be Christ’s home on earth.
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Letter to his fiancée Maria von Wedemeyer,” December 1, 1943, in God Is in the Manger: Reflections on Advent and Christmas (Westminster John Knox, 2012), 6.

##

	There, peeping among the cloud-wrack above a dark tor high up in the mountains, Sam saw a white star twinkle for a while. The beauty of it smote his heart, as he looked up out of the forsaken land, and hope returned to him. 
	For like a shaft, clear and cold, the thought pierced him that in the end the Shadow was only a small and passing thing: there was a light and high beauty forever beyond its reach. 
	His song in the Tower had been defiance rather than hope; for then he was thinking of himself. Now, for a moment, his own fate, and even his master’s, ceased to trouble him. He crawled back into the brambles and laid himself by Frodo’s side, and putting away all fear he cast himself into a deep untroubled sleep.
―J.R.R. Tolkien, The Return of the King (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012), 199.

##

	This is a strange Christmas Eve. Almost the whole world is locked in deadly struggle, and, with the most terrible weapons which science can devise, the nations advance upon each other. Ill would it be for us this Christmastide if we were not sure that no greed for the land or wealth of any other people, no vulgar ambition, no morbid lust for material gain at the expense of others, had led us to the field. Here, in the midst of war, raging and roaring over all the lands and seas, creeping nearer to our hearts and homes, here, amid all the tumult, we have tonight the peace of the spirit in each cottage home and in every generous heart. Therefore we may cast aside for this night at least the cares and dangers which beset us, and make for the children an evening of happiness in a world of storm. Here, then, for one night only, each home throughout the English-speaking world should be a brightly-lighted island of happiness and peace.
	Let the children have their night of fun and laughter. Let the gifts of Father Christmas delight their play. Let us grown-ups share to the full in their unstinted pleasures before we turn again to the stern task and the formidable years that lie before us, resolved that, by our sacrifice and daring, these same children shall not be robbed of their inheritance or denied their right to live in a free and decent world.
—Winston Churchill, 1941 Christmas Eve address from Washington, D.C.

##

	Viewing the television cartoon, A Charlie Brown Christmas, is a holiday tradition for many people. A favorite scene is when Linus, standing on a bare stage, recites the story of the birth of Jesus from the gospel of Luke.
	That scene nearly didn’t make it into the show. TV network executives thought it too religious, and the reading from Luke simply too lengthy. But the producers persisted, the scene stayed and it became a cherished moment.
	There’s one feature of that scene that not many people notice. Just before Linus begins his recitation, he drops his security blanket. Anyone who’s familiar with the character of Linus knows he’s never without his blanket. Over the years of drawing his comic strip, Charles Schulz would occasionally deprive Linus of his blanket — such as when the mischievous Snoopy briefly steals it. Every time this happens, this otherwise cool, calm and wise-beyond-his-years character dissolves into frenzied angst. Linus simply cannot be without his blanket.
	Except in this moment, when he’s standing on stage reciting the Christmas story. With the Christ child on his mind, it seems, he doesn’t need it.

##

	There is nothing much humbler than being born: naked, totally helpless, not much bigger than a loaf of bread. But with righteousness and faithfulness the girdle of his loins. And to us came. For us came. Is it true — not just the way fairytales are true but as the truest of all truths? Almighty God, are you true?
	When you are standing up to your neck in darkness, how do you say yes to that question? You say yes, I suppose, the only way faith can ever say it if it is honest with itself. You say yes with your fingers crossed. You say it with your heart in your mouth. Maybe that way we can say yes. He visited us.
	The world has never been quite the same since. It is still a very dark world, in some ways darker than ever before, but the darkness is different because he keeps getting born into it. The threat of holocaust. The threat of poisoning the earth and sea and air. The threat of our own deaths. The broken marriage. The child in pain. The lost chance. Anyone who has ever known him has known him perhaps better in the dark than anywhere else because it is in the dark where he seems to visit most often.
—Frederick Buechner, The Clown in the Belfry (HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), 125.

##

	In folklore, Krampus is a horned, anthropomorphic figure described as “half-goat, half-demon,” who, during the Christmas season, punishes children who have misbehaved, in contrast with Saint Nicholas, who rewards the well-behaved with gifts. Krampus is one of the companions of Saint Nicholas in several regions including Austria, Bavaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Northern Italy including South Tyrol, Slovakia and Slovenia. The origin of the figure is unclear; some folklorists and anthropologists have postulated it as having pre-Christian origins. ...
	Although Krampus appears in many variations, most share some common physical characteristics. He is hairy, usually brown or black, and has the cloven hooves and horns of a goat. His long, pointed tongue lolls out, and he has fangs.
	Krampus carries chains, thought to symbolize the binding of the devil by the Christian church. He thrashes the chains for dramatic effect. The chains are sometimes accompanied with bells of various sizes. Of more pagan origins are the Ruten, bundles of birch branches that Krampus carries and with which he occasionally swats children. ... Sometimes Krampus appears with a sack or a basket strapped to his back; this is to cart off evil children for drowning, eating or transport to hell. Some of the older versions make mention of naughty children being put in the bag and taken away.
—“Krampus,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	Here are five suggestions for greater joy at Christmas:
•	Lower expectations of others ...
•	Increase your investment in others ...
•	Examine your life and address sin ...
•	Change your perspective ... The fact is — joy is a gift. It’s not based on what we have done or could do, but on [God’s] grace towards us. ...
•	Set your eyes on the prize ... set your eyes on Jesus — the author and perfecter of your faith.
—Ron Edmondson, “5 suggestions for finding more joy at Christmas.” Ronedmondson.com. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

Commentary
Zephaniah 3:14-20

Zephaniah 3 may seem to be an odd choice for preaching for the third Sunday of Advent. But what better time is there to hear the Lord announcing the joy which comes from deliverance from fear of judgment and shame?
The Lord speaks tenderly. Verse 14a’s “Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel!” is in Hebrew poetic parallelism with verse 14b’s “Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!” “Zion” is an alternate name for Jerusalem. “Daughter (of) Zion/Jerusalem” is a common biblical expression, in both judgment and deliverance passages. In Isaiah 62:11 (NIV), the Lord says, “Say to Daughter Zion, ‘See, your Savior comes! See, his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies him.’”
The expression “daughter Zion/Jerusalem” is used in verse 4 as a term of fondness or endearment. As W.F. Stinespring (“Zion, Daughter of,” supplementary volume of the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 985) indicates: “The first [Hebrew] word is in the construct state, and the following genitive is not the usual genitive of possession, but the appositional genitive.” Apposition is placing two closely associated words together, as in “My friend George.” The NRSV appropriately translates “O daughter Zion” instead of “O daughter of Zion.” “Daughter” in Hebrew is bat (as in bat mitzvah); it is sometimes used metaphorically. When Boaz addresses Ruth (Ruth 2:8) with the Hebrew expression bitti (literally “my daughter”), he isn’t actually calling this Moabite woman his daughter, but is gently saying “My dear Ruth.” At heart, the Lord’s words in verse 14 express a very caring “My dear people.” 
This is in strong contrast to what has gone before. In much of the three-chapter book, Zephaniah prophesies against idolatrous, haughty Jerusalem and Judah, as well as against the nations. Scan 1:1–3:8 for the promised judgment, even though the people of Jerusalem claim that the Lord will do nothing (1:12). The expression “the day of the LORD” (1:7-8, 14-18; 2:1-3) often means “Judgment Day.” It appears in other biblical prophets; e.g., see Isaiah 13:6 ff.; Jeremiah 46:10; Ezekiel 30:3; Joel (five times); Amos 5:18-24. 
In chapter 3, there is a transition between judgment and deliverance. In verses 1-8, the Lord continues to castigate Jerusalem and its leaders for not accepting correction, not trusting in him and not drawing near to him. In contrast to his people, “The LORD within [Jerusalem] is righteous” (v. 5) — he acts justly. Verse 7 indicates that one purpose of judgment is that the people will fear the Lord (hold him in awe, respect him and follow his ways) and receive correction. But they do not listen. However, in verses 9-13, there is a shift. While God will remove “your proudly exultant ones,” he will “leave in the midst of you a people humble and lowly” (v. 12). (The words “you” and “yours” in vv. 11-12 are feminine singular, referring to a personified Jerusalem/Zion.) They are the righteous remnant who “will pasture and lie down, and no one shall make them afraid” (v. 13). Eventually, even people of the despised nations upon which the Lord had brought destruction (v. 8) will be among those who “call on the name of the LORD” (vv. 9-10). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]So the Lord speaks tenderly to Jerusalem/Zion (see above). He calls upon them to rejoice, to sing aloud and to shout (v. 14). Note the parallel: The Lord himself — the Divine Warrior (v. 17) — will rejoice over them and exult over them with loud singing. “Rejoice” in both instances comes from the Hebrew root samah (hard h), which means (to express) joy, mirth, gladness, jubilation. In both verses, the singing aloud is from the Hebrew root ranan, which means to sing for joy or to shout out a ringing cry of joy. The Greek LXX/Septuagint translates verse 14’s ranan as χαιρω. χαρα, the NT Greek word for “joy” in Luke 2:10 (“Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people”), is akin to χαιρω. 
In Luke 2, the shepherds are terrified when the glory of the Lord appears (for parallels when the presence of the Lord can be frightening, see, e.g., Exodus 19:18-25; 2 Samuel 6:1-10; Luke 9:28-34). The angel quickly tells them, “Do not be afraid,” announcing the birth of the Savior — the One who will deliver them. In verses 14-16, the people can rejoice because the Lord has removed his anger and judgment from them (see also Psalm 103). 
The Lord is the King of Israel (v. 15) — see 1 Samuel 12:12; Isaiah 6:1ff; Isaiah 33:22; Psalm 96:10; Psalm 93 (all). Having the Lord, the King of Israel, in their midst need no longer be a source of fear but of hope (note the repetitions of “in your midst” and the corresponding promise that they need no longer be plagued by fear). Remember that “Immanuel,” in Hebrew, means “With us [is] God” (see Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew 1:23). 
God (v. 17) will renew them in his love (Tanakh has “soothe with His love”), after having removed the threat of disaster (vv. 15 and 18). The Divine Warrior has been and will be victorious over their enemies and oppressors (vv. 15 and 19), resulting in ongoing joy as they rest securely in him. Other passages which speak of joy replacing fear or grief include Psalm 30:4-12; Psalm 126 (all); Isaiah 12:1-6; Philippians 4:4-9. 
In verses 18-20, the Lord gives his promise to his oppressed, afflicted and outcast people that he will remove their disaster; in place of shame, they will receive praise and renown. God will gather his dispersed people from their literal and metaphorical exiles and bring them home. They can now rest securely and assuredly as a restored people because the Lord has spoken! (v. 20). While some consider the last few verses of Zephaniah to be later additions, they are consonant with other parts of prophetic and psalmic literature which juxtapose warning/judgment or negative circumstances with promise/hope.
Multiple biblical passages depict God’s promises to bring his people home from exile (e.g., Exodus 6:6-7; Deuteronomy 30:1-6; Psalm 106:47-48; Psalm 107 (all); Isaiah 11:12; 43:1-8; 49:8-16; 51:10-11; Jeremiah 29:10-14; 31:7-13 (notice the joy); 32:36-44; Ezekiel 11:14-20; 34:25-31; Luke 1:67-79; 15:11-32; 1 Peter 1:1, 17; 2:9-11.) 
In Jesus Christ, God’s presence brings joy and salvation, even in the midst of fear. God will restore us from our various rebellions and situations of exile. What a homecoming we will have together! 
Zephaniah 1:1 places the prophesying of Zephaniah in its historical setting: “The word of the LORD that came to Zephaniah … in the days of King Josiah … .” Josiah ruled over the southern kingdom of Judah from 640 to 609 B.C., according to Thiele’s chronology. Josiah and Hezekiah before him (715 to 686 B.C.) were regarded as the most faithful kings of Judah after David, according to those responsible for the compilation of the Deuteronomistic History (Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, books which have theological affinities to Deuteronomy, Jeremiah and Zephaniah). 
Zephaniah is one of the 12 books which many call “The Minor Prophets,” not because of their lack of importance, but because they are mostly much shorter than “The Major Prophets” (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel and Daniel). Some well-known passages in these so-called Minor Prophets are Joel 2:28-29; Amos 5:21-24; Jonah 4:2; Micah 6:6-8; Habakkuk 3:17-19; Zechariah 9:9; Malachi 3:1, 10. 
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:																Zephaniah 3:14-20
Some people are secretly afraid of things. They don’t want to admit that they are afraid of spiders, for example. Are you? Some people are afraid of clowns. Others, of flying. Others, of heights. These fears often don’t make much sense. But sometimes we can’t explain it. We just are afraid of certain things, and that’s the way it is. Ask the children to share their fears. It would be interesting to see if they have fears in common. Then ask them if they remember what the angel said to the shepherds. The angel said, “Fear not.” And then what did the angel say? Cue them with: “For behold I bring you good news of great what?” JOY! Ask them, “What brings you joy?” The shepherds were filled with joy because a Savior was born for all people. If you have an Advent wreath, point out the that the pink candle represents joy. Conclude your time by reminding them that fear is not very logical but that the angel said “Fear not” because Jesus came and is with us always. Give each child a pink votive candle or taper to light at home when the family has dinner together.

Worship Resources

Litanies — Advent
Lighting the Third Advent Candle
Leader: The third candle is the candle of JOY. We are told that the magi, when they saw the star over the place where Jesus was, “rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.”
People: May the light of Christ bring us joy. (Light the third candle.)
Leader: The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing … They shall see the glory of the LORD, the majesty of our God (Isaiah 35:1-2).
People: God, turn our days to joy that we may serve you always. Fill us with a sense of expectancy and wonder as we continue to prepare for the amazing blessings of the holy birth.

Prayers — Advent
Dear God, troubled and confused in a confusing, troubled world, we try to make sense out of the conflicting voices. We search to find one word that will make sense and give meaning to the rest. Come near, Lord. Touch our hearts and souls; enfold your life around ours; speak that one cleansing, unifying word. Express yourself to us, in us, through us; in the name of the Christ child. Amen.

Hymns
The Friendly Beasts
Child So Lovely (Niño Lindo)
Angels from the Realms of Glory

Praise 
Breath of Heaven
Prayer for Peace
O Come, Little Children
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Third Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Zephaniah 3:14-20*
Isaiah 12:2-6*
Philippians 4:4-7*
Luke 3:7-18*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






