
1 
 

“Rejoice?” 
Zephaniah 3:14-20, Luke 3:15-18, and Philippians 4:4-7 

Dr. Catherine Taylor 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

December 16. 2018 
 

It has been a bit of a struggle this week to decide  
 whether to write a sermon strictly for the Third Sunday of Advent  
  or one that sums up our time together and begins to say goodbye.  
Many of you are leaving town for Christmas celebrations  
 and won’t be here on December 30th, my last Sunday. 
That’s why we’re having the congregational meeting and the official vote today 
 on my request to Presbytery to be honorably retired,  
  and why we are celebrating our almost nine years  
   of ministry together once the meeting is over. 
But we also need a good dose of Advent expectation 
 particularly in light of last Sunday’s service being snowed out.  
 
As ever, the Holy Spirit is ahead of us, 
 providing what we may not know we need.   
The scriptures for today strike a balance 
 between sadness and hope, anxiety and joy 
  all of which is swirling around in my heart and likely in this room.  
All three readings offer good reasons to be joyful 
 and two of the readings come right out and demand  
  that God’s people to rejoice and refuse to be afraid. 
Our portion from the little-known book of Zephaniah 
 was full of calls to rejoice, but if you dig deeper and you’ll find  
  that Zephaniah, on the whole, is really terrifying. 
The prophet tells of God’s anger with a faithless people.   

Or, to put it another way, they have been  
wearing lamp shades at the Christmas party 

but not turning up in church. 
They will sing Good King Wenceslaus around the piano, 

about the noble king who slogged around in the snow  
to take food and firewood to the poor,  

but they’re not about to get their good shoes wet,  
or risk catching the flu before the big ski trip. 

Throughout the entire book of Zephaniah 
God is outraged over the behavior of the people,  

promising destruction. 
It’s not that God is petty or set on meeting out harm  

because things haven't gone God's way.   
There’s something much more emotional going on. 

The name Zephaniah means something akin to "God protects," 
or it may be more powerful; 
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 it may also mean "God treasures," 
God treasures the people, cherishes Israel,  

the name reminds us. 
God's anguish is severe because of the depth of God's love, 

So for most of the book of Zephaniah we hear God saying things such as 
"I will bring such distress on the people  

that they shall walk like the blind." 
And then, at the very end, the only part we heard today, 

all the pain and hurt and threats are over 
and we hear instead a song of joy and hope for the future. 

 “The king of Israel, the Lord is in your midst…  
"The Lord is in your midst," says Zephaniah           

  in the present tense and then adds the future tense. 
"And I will save the lame and gather the outcast." 

That mix of present and future and the here and now it captures 
the great mystery of Advent. 

We are anticipating the return of Christ, at the end of the world, 
whom we also believe is already alive and with us. 

 

In the gospel we have John the Baptist,  
 calling people names and announcing  
  that it’s time to repent and get right with God.  
As you can see from the bulletin I was going to cut the scripture down 
 and only read John announcing that one was coming after him 
  who would baptize with the Holy Spirit. 
   I just didn’t want us called a brood of vipers today, 
    so I told Sherry please print the text in the bulletin      
     beginning at verse 15. 
But as often happens when you take time with scripture 
 I was moved by the very good advice 
  John gives each group who ask him   
   what they should do to avoid judgment. 
When the crowds ask what they should do,  
 he tells them to be generous and share. 
When the tax collectors ask what they should do,  
 he tells them to be ethical, 
  no payments under the table.  
When the Roman soldiers ask, he tells them 
 don’t misuse power, not financially, not physically,  
  not systemically, be satisfied  
   with your status and high wages you have         
    compared to the rest of the world.  
The line that follows these statements to each group 
 reads, “The people were filled with expectation,” 
  where before they had been full of fear.  
   It’s John’s call for actions that are honorable and ethical 
    that lead the people to think he might be God’s Messiah. 
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That’s when he tells them no, he’s not the one. 
 But God’s person is on the way, and John, is not even worthy  
  to tie his shoes.  
 Indeed, when Jesus comes to John a few weeks along to be baptized,    
  he will be as different from John as can be, 
    filled with humility and confidence,  
     not threats or bombast of any kind.  
Between Zephaniah and John, then, 
 we’ve already been told to sing and rejoice in God’s sure love, 
  to be generous, honest, and gentle and careful 
   with whatever power and influence we have. 
 Wonderful advice for a church and a pastor on the verge of change. 
 
It’s Paul, though, who goes furthest in insisting 
 that the church must be joyful and unafraid.  
  “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, rejoice”, he writes.  
His words are beautiful and uplifting in Advent or at any time.  
 So it is important to remember that when Paul wrote these words 
  he was in a Greco-Roman prison, 
   in Rome, Ephesus or Caesarea, we’ll never really know.   
  His circumstances were about as threatening and uncertain 
   as can be, yet here is Paul completely unafraid  
    and genuinely full of expectant joy,  
     joy about his own future and the future of God’s church.  
 
His advice comes down to three commands: 
 Rejoice in the Lord.  Let your gentleness be known. 
  And don’t worry about anything,  
   just ask God for what you need and do it thankfully. 
All three of his statements are based in Paul’s absolute certainty  
 that the Lord is near. 
It could be that he was talking about Jesus’ return         
 and there is reason to believe that Paul thought that was happening soon,   
  but I don’t think that is what he was saying. 
 I think he means the Lord is genuinely near to us always, 
  and that nearness creates the motivation 
   for rejoicing, for gentleness, 
    and for a life unburdened by anxiety. 
It’s not a promise that we will be spared hard times. 
 Neither does it minimize the hard times that we really do go through. 
  Just look at the context of the letter 
   and the hard things being faced by Paul  
    and the people he was writing to. 
But he wants them to know that because the Lord is ever near 
 we do not need to be overcome by anxiety 
  as if events were out of control 
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   or the ultimate outcome was in doubt.  
 
I would be dishonest if I said that I have no anxiety 
 about life after almost three decades of full-time ministry.  
  I have a lot of energy as many of you know, 
   and I’ve been touched by the concern that some of you have 
    about what I’m going to do with it all 
     if I’m not sending out in several directions at once. 
The constant variety of what a pastor needs to do 
 has been a gift to someone who enjoys juggling many tasks.  
  So, yes, I have concerns about what’s next,  
   but I’m not afraid. 
    I’m talking to God about it and will keep talking to God about it 
     and do my best to listen to what God has to say.     
      Which is the hard part. 
       If you want to pray for me, I ask that  that be your prayer. 
 
When you called me to be your pastor nearly nine years ago 
 I had concerns, too, and I was also not afraid. 
I knew I had been blessed to be called here,          
 this is the kind of church that pastors dream of serving.        
  Please don’t ever forget that.             
   The next man or woman you call will feel greatly blessed too. 
 I also felt that God had watched over Robert,  
  By calling us to place where he could use his gifts and do good work. 
 Most of my anxiety then had to do  
  with doing the job you deserved. 
I believe with all my heart that none of us  
 can do anything important alone, ever, 
   and that it’s when we try to do things on our own  
   we are most likely to make a terrible mess.  
 
So in my anxiety then I tried hard to rest in God, 
 to trust enjoy all of you whom God had sent me to serve beside. 
  I have always tried hard to admit what I don’t know, which is a lot, 
   to ask for help, and say “yes” as often as I could together. 
    Particularly to say “yes” more often than I was comfortable doing. 
 I’m enormously proud of many of the things we’ve done together 
  and quite aware of times when I could have done a better job.  
In my head there is a mental list of the things that make me most proud   
 throughout my ministry but the best thing to do is not to line it out. 
  The best way to say it is to use Paul’s words: 
   The Lord has been near. The Lord is near. The Lord will be near. 
 
When Zephaniah calls for song and rejoicing in God’s presence, 
 you may have noticed how tender some of that language became. 
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  He coupled joy with a sense of deep calm. 
   I’m not really feeling calm,  
    but it was a lovely thing to find in the text. 
The ancient Hebrew in that section is a little mysterious,  
 so different translators put it in slightly different ways.        
  And we read some of them to each other in the         
   Tuesday morning bible study this week. 
As I was thinking about today 
 and how close we are to the very end of our time together 
   I needed to hear those different versions,  
    so I will share some with you: 
The NRSV reads "He will renew you in his love..." (Zeph 3:17b)  
 The New English Bible says "God will show you his love once more."  
  Eugene Peterson in The Message writes "God will calm you with his love."  
The literal meaning of the Hebrew, however, seems to be even more mysterious, 
 "He will be silent in his love."  
  I hope the different versions are an invitation to us all 
   to feel whatever we need to feel right now as we prepare to part. 
All I know to say is that here we are on a day that none of us knew 
 would be our Sunday to hold a goodbye party,          
  and on this day  the word of God says to us          
   Do not worry, You are treasured, 
    God is right here among us,  
     God’s love brings calm, peace, and  
      even the wordless silence 
       that envelopes people who know what it is to be loved.  
   The future is in God’s hands  
    and all will indeed be well.  AMEN. 
 
 


