ADVENT 3, C, 2021
SCRIPTURES - Zephaniah 3:14-20; Phil. 4:4-7; Luke 7:18-28
Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! The Lord has taken away the judgments against you; he has cleared away your enemies… The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing. Zeph. 3
“It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year,” goes a familiar holiday song. And it is a wonderful time, isn’t it? Holiday music… lights & decorations… TV shows and movies that create a sense of joyous anticipation, especially in young children. This is a most wonderful time!!


And yet, it’s not always wonderful. And none of us is always joyful, even during this joyful time. Life doesn’t suddenly change and problems go away, just because it’s almost Christmas. There are so many things that can detract from our joy:

· Little things, like worrying about getting everything done. Increasing traffic is a pain. Such things bring out impatience and short tempers.
· Friday afternoon I received word from a District President who has become a good friend of mine that the sister of his Admin. Asst. was struck by a car and killed when she stopped to help someone who was broken down. The next morning came news of terrible tornadoes in his district that caused great destruction and killed many.
So many things can bring sadness, even during joyous times.


Can we have true and lasting joy? Listen to Zephaniah. He spoke to a nation that was in spiritual and moral decline – as is ours. “Rejoice and exult with all your heart!” he urges. “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing.” So:
REJOICE GREATLY, FOR GOD REJOICES GREATLY OVER YOU!!
Did you know this? God Himself rejoices, and over you! And His rejoicing is not like the delight you and I have during a child’s or grandchild’s Christmas concert: the joy of observation but not involvement. God’s rejoicing leads to His involvement.

And, boy, we need Him to be involved, for there aren’t just problems in the world. Our own sinning continues. Harsh words… wrong and unkind actions… angry, judgmental, and even vindictive thoughts… they don’t stop because this is a most wonderful time of the year! If even John the Baptist – according to Jesus, the greatest person ever born... a man who had once pointed out Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” – could become so discouraged that he doubted whether Jesus truly was the promised Messiah… well, who among us can not doubt and question God’s saving presence among us and His good will, especially when we see and/or experience great sadnesses?
Doubting and questioning God: Jesus considers it a big deal. “Blessed is the one who is not offended by Me,” He warned John. The Son of God sees our lack of trust and our doubt as our being offended by God, offended that He isn’t doing what we believe He should do. Who are we, mere sinful mortals, to be offended by God and upset with Him! How we deserve His rebuke.
And yet, God does a truly wondrous thing: “The Lord has taken away the judgments against you,” Zephaniah says. Instead of rebuking us God rejoices over us and becomes involved by sending His Son to be one with us. He then put your sins and my sins upon Him and making Him the offender in our place. God put upon Jesus the judgment, the punishment, of your sin. And He didn’t do this grudgingly, as if He had to. He took great delight in sending His Son for you! “The Lord your God will quiet you with His love, He will rejoice over you with singing,” Zephaniah says. Is this not incredible, joyous news?
And how we need this news, for even during this “most wonderful time of the year” sadnesses come. Sometimes they takes the form of longing for joys we once had which are now much harder to find.
· As we grow older we find we can’t always be together. And some loved ones will never be seen again in this life. This brings a bit of melancholy to Christmas joy. 
There will be a day when we will experience and be overwhelmed by joy – in heaven, where there will be an endless celebration! Long gone loved ones… people you knew of but never knew… a very large and joy-filled group will be there. Best of all, you’ll see Jesus with your own eyes. What a celebration that will be! How we long for this joy!
But, God hasn’t yet ended this longing. Even when Jesus came He didn’t end it. Oh, He gave the people a foretaste of the great and endless joy we will have one day when He healed people of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and especially when He raised the dead and restored them to their families. What great joy His coming brought! But His greatest rule is His rule over sin, over the judgment it threatens and the sorrow it brings. To rule over it Jesus – who is truly the greatest, one with the Father and the Holy Spirit in eternity and holiness and power – became the least in the Kingdom of God. The sins of all people became His sins as He bore them in His flesh on the cross, and He became the greatest offender before God. It was by this weakness and lowliness that He brought about the greatest deliverance of all: the forgiveness of every sin. Christ’s miracles of healings were surely impressive and astounding; but, all those He healed later died. The weakness of His suffering and death for us brings us to God and His joy… to life everlasting!

Brings us… God didn’t just get involved once, during the ministry of Jesus. Nor did He come then only to give the promise of complete restoration and joy in the future. God’s joy over you moves Him to be involved in your life now. But, it remains an involvement that takes place in weakness. Jesus remains the least in the kingdom of God as He comes to you now. His presence is not obvious and powerful. It is not always joyful – although, it is filled with His joy, for He rejoices over us as He comes. And, His presence does not overcome every sorrow and sadness. They still come. But, remember, it is by His weakness and lowliness that He brings about the greatest deliverance of all: the setting aside of God’s judgments by the forgiveness of our sins. 
Our Lord’s primary coming among us with His great deliverance is this gathering in worship to which He calls us. Here the Lord is among us in His Word and Sacrament. Here He rejoices over you, gives Himself to you, and sets aside the judgments against you. This simple gathering, then, is not so simple. It is a joyful celebration, one to hold onto especially when you are in the midst of sadness! For here our Lord gives us a foretaste – small though it be – of the joyous gathering there will be when Christ comes to us again in His power and glory.

And so, even when your heart is heavy, “Rejoice in the Lord always,” St. Paul encourages. “Sing and rejoice with all your heart!” cries out Zephaniah. Yes, let us rejoice. Let our joy have no end! For, GOD REJOICES GREATLY OVER US!! He has given us His Son, and in Him He delights in us with a joy that will never end! In the name of Jesus. Amen.
