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… he will rejoice over you with gladness 

 

Zephaniah 3:14–20 

Isaiah 12:2–6 

Philippians 4:4–7 

Luke 3:7–18 

 

Text: Zephaniah 3:17-18a 

The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice 

over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with 

loud singing as on a day of festival. 

 

Introduction 

“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” Not 

really the opening sentence we hope to hear in a sermon on a Sunday morning, is 

it?  And if the sermon began that way and continued in the same vein, in the 

manner of John the Baptist, what is the likelihood that you would invite that 

minister to lunch?  It is not likely that John the Baptist got many dinner invitations; 

in addition to the matter of his strident message there was also the challenges 

around  his general hygiene, odd clothing and bizarre diet.  What do you feed a guy 

who eats mostly locust and wild honey? 

 

Even so, people flocked to hear John preach; people’s lives were turned around as 

God worked through his servant.  Tax collectors stopped padding the taxes for 

their own gain; people with two coats gave to the one who had none; soldiers 

stopped extorting money by threats and false accusations.  John’s conviction was 

that God judged his people in order to save them from the wrath to come.  His love 

for people must have shone through—otherwise why would people endure his 

preaching?  In fact the gospel writer Luke tells us, “So, with many other 

exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.” 

 

And for Luke, ‘good news’ is a loaded term.  He means the entire good news about 

Jesus—both the good news Jesus proclaimed and the good news Jesus is in 

himself.  A staple of John’s preaching was this—"I baptize you with water; but one 

who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his 

sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” 

 

Now if you regard John the Baptist as rather strident he would probably sound 

tame in comparison to the prophet Zephaniah when it comes to scorched-earth 

preaching.  Zephaniah’s book has three main sections. The first two sections that 
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comprise most of the book are pronouncements of God’s judgement on sin and 

evil—first judgement on Jerusalem itself then on the nations and then Jerusalem 

again.  Zephaniah’s ministry was in the late seventh century BC as the Babylonians 

are emerging as a world super-power; he preaches between the time of Isaiah who 

anticipated and before Jeremiah who saw the destruction of Jerusalem by these 

Babylonians.  It is believed that Zephaniah’s ministry prepared the way for the 

reformations of Josiah, the last great king in David’s line, who did his best to rid 

the land of idolatry. 

 

Yet, like John, Zephaniah does not think things hopeless.  We read today from the 

third section of Zephaniah’s book where he proclaims a wonderful word of hope.  

God’s justice, according to Zephaniah, reflects his passion to rescue the world he 

loves from human evil and violence and God’s love will create a world where 

everyone can flourish in safety and peace.  In short for both John and Zephaniah 

God judges us in order to save us.  And the key for the hope Zephaniah announces 

(as in John) is “The Lord, your God is in your midst.” 

 

Over and over you will hear this theme in the older testament prophets of the hope 

of a great future for a world where humans flourish in joyfulness; where sin and 

evil are gone; and the key to this happening is always that the Lord will be in your 

midst.  And the New Testament writers all believe this great promise was fulfilled 

in the events of the life of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

NT Wright notes correctly, “The Christian Bible hinges on Jesus. It looks forward 

from his richly complex achievement to the ultimate establishment of his universal 

lordship…. It looks back to the biblical narratives of creation and covenant, of 

Adam and Abraham, of Moses, David and the prophets, seeing there the deep roots 

both of Jesus’ own work, present and future and of the churches tasks in the 

interim. … These first Christians claimed that once they saw the events concerning 

Jesus as the goal towards which the scriptures had been tending, they saw not only 

a deep coherence in the Bible itself but also a fresh vision of how those same 

scriptures, with their tantalizing glimpses of a glorious ultimate future, were to be 

fulfilled.”1  It is all about Jesus. 

 

I read recently a rather insightful observation with regard to the seemingly 

unbridgeable divisions in our society.  The author stated, “And perhaps decades of 

telling people that the worst thing they can do is believe too strongly in something 

higher leaves nothing but private appetites and the will to power to define our 

 
1 N.T. Wright, Interpreting Scripture, Zondervan, 2020.  p. 244. 
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politics, economics, and culture. If we can’t be saved, then the stakes are all here, 

in meaningless tooth-and-nail competition with no possibility of transcendent—

and therefore, potentially, commonly held—reality and values.”2  The gospel 

declaration is that God is not watching from a distance but has come among us to 

save us—save us from ourselves. 

 

Zephaniah said of God’s dwelling among us—'and he will rejoice over you with 

gladness.’  Luke tells us that this ‘good news’ is fulfilled in Jesus. This is what 

makes Christmas so exciting for us—it is celebration that the Lord is come into our 

midst. 

 

1. Did you catch the import of what Zephaniah said there of God—and he will 

rejoice over you with gladness.  On this the third Sunday in advent we light the 

candle of joy signalling that with the coming of Jesus is the coming of the joy he 

brings.  To be sure the scriptures are full of admonitions that we ought to find joy 

in him—to take joy at the wonder of who God is and his splendour and his great 

love for us.  But here Zephaniah says that God, when he comes among us, rejoices 

in us—takes joy and delight in those he redeems.  Do you remember Jesus’ 

parables about the lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son (prodigal)?  Thy all end with 

great joy—but whose joy drives all other joys?  Jesus said, ‘Just so, I tell you, there 

is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.’ (Luke 

15:10)  Some of you, no doubt, treasure that  wonderful line from Nehemiah; ‘for 

the joy of the Lord is your strength.’ (Nehemiah 8:10) When we read that we are 

prone to think that it is our joy in God that is our strength.  And there is some truth 

in that.  But I believe that it is the Lord’s joy in us that is our true strength. 

 

Reflect with me for a moment on your treasured friendships.  As I have noted with 

you on other occasion, I have these wonderful friends who, frankly, treat me like 

gold.  When I reflect on these friendships, with all candor, I have no idea why any 

one of them would want to my friend; that they do is a source of great blessing.  

That is what I treasure! (Now I can hear some of them right now saying, ‘I got no 

idea either about why I want to be your friend’, funny boys). Is it not indeed the 

joy someone takes in you that makes friendships a happy thing?  I have said to 

some and will now say to all of you, ‘I have no idea why my late wife Valerie took 

joy in me; that she did was a source of much happiness for me.’  Is this not, indeed, 

the nature of self-giving love?     

 

 
2 https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2021/10/andrew-sullivans-facts  

https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2021/10/andrew-sullivans-facts
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I have invited you to reflect on your treasured friendships so that you might 

entertain this amazing truth asserted by the prophet Zephaniah and fulfilled in 

Jesus that God rejoices over you and me with gladness.  We all know that we are 

sinners and that there is nothing is us that would cause God joy.  The source of this 

joy is his love.  He loves to redeem us from ourselves for a glorious future he will 

bring to fruition for us to enjoy.  We read today where the Apostle Paul said, 

“Rejoice in the Lord always!”  Yes, I note that joy can always be found in the Lord 

in the midst of difficult circumstances.  However sometimes circumstances are 

such that I can’t muster a lot of joy—even though I know I should.  What does 

give me strength in those moments is this truth that Jesus takes joy in me.  It is that 

that can cause me to get out of bed and take on the day, another day that he has 

made. 

 

Zephaniah’s message of a joyful future promised by God for those who trust him is 

a constant theme of the prophets.  Take some time to read, for example, Isaiah’s 

peaceful kingdom where the wolf will live with the lamb (Isaiah 11:6)—our 

reading today from Isaiah comes from this section of God’s promise of restoration, 

“with joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.’ And the glorious future 

is always described in imagery of human flourishing.  It will be a place where 

nothing will inhibit joy, where love will give way to only more love.   

 

The purpose of God’s redeeming us in Jesus; of rescuing us from the power and 

penalty of sin; of freeing us from the power of a will bent in on itself and away 

from God is to bring us to the great future of the redeemed.  The believer finds, in 

this life, that though freed from the power of sin constant vigilance is required to 

live free.  I will be glad for the day when this being prone to wander from God will 

be completely removed from my heart.  In the meantime the scriptures teach us 

that in our following of Jesus now—doing our best to be his—is so that we might 

be a kind of first fruits of that glorious future.  The Apostle James wrote, “In 

fulfilment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we 

would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.” 

 

It is hard to believe that God would take joy in us.  We live in a world full of 

contradictions to the gospel assertion that God loves the world turned away from 

him.  In our troubled world, we are rightfully warry when someone takes, what 

seems to be, sudden interest in us; we have enough experience with betrayal to be 

hesitant about someone taking too much joy in us all at once—we wonder what 

they want.  So when we hear the news that God takes joy in me we may be 

hesitant.  For those beginning to walk with Jesus or considering doing so, I would 

say to you what countless other believers have found that His joy is genuine and he 
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wants nothing except your good.  Say yes, to him. … he will rejoice over you with 

gladness 

 

3. Zephaniah said, “The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives 

victory.”  What fight did Jesus come to engage; what enemy did he come to do 

battle with?  The Apostle John tells us that,  “The Son of God was revealed for this 

purpose, to destroy the works of the devil.” (1 John 3:8) 

 

One of the themes that runs throughout the gospels is that Jesus Christ is victor.  

Wherever Jesus comes upon sin, sickness, sorrow, suffering, the demonic and 

death, he conquers them. Jesus triumphs. He vanquishes the hostile powers that 

break down men and women, push them toward despair, impoverish life, 

undermine hope, collapse resistance.  Jesus vanquishes every hostile power that 

afflicts us, torments us, fragments us. Jesus is victor.  

 

Almost one-half of the gospel story concerns only one week of Christ’s life, the 

final week, the week that builds toward the climax of his death.  In other words, 

death is the big event, the big power, the biggest enemy of all.  Now while death is 

the big power it is not alone; death has errand boys, “flunkies” who do his bidding 

and anticipate his work; death’s “flunkies” are sin, sorrow, suffering, the demonic 

(radical evil.)  The gospels describe death as the ruling power throughout the 

universe — except for Jesus Christ who bested it once and brandishes his victory 

in the face of death’s refusal to quit although defeated.  The good news is that 

Jesus the conquering one whose victory is the ultimate truth and reality of the 

universe and whose victory, now known only to faith, will one day be known to 

sight as the defeated one is finally dispersed. 

 

That victory was won at the cross—an event that, from a human perspective, that 

looks like evil had triumphed.  But God raised Jesus from the dead as vindication 

that God has triumphed over death and sin at the cross in order to redeem a people 

for himself.  When I reflect on the fact that God will pour himself without 

remainder for our sakes in order that he might ‘rejoice over me with gladness’, 

how can I not be anything but all in for Him? 

 

The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice 

over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with 

loud singing as on a day of festival. 

 

 


