
Sermon 
“Canticles of Advent — Zephaniah” 

A Sermon for Cary Presbyterian Church 
Sunday, December 12, 2021 

Third Sunday of Advent 

Prayer for Illumination 

 “Come Lord Jesus!”  We join with the voices of ages 
past in praying the imperative “Come!”  We gather this 
Lord’s Day in glad thanksgiving that you, Christ, have 
already come.  We gather in the joyful and hopeful 
anticipation that you will come again. 
 So come this day and speak to us a word from you, 
Lord.  A word that lasts.  A word with the power to guide 
and redeem, and restore in us hope for a hurting world. 
 For our part, we are here to listen . . . to receive a word 
that is very near to us, and to let it shape us into evermore 
faithful disciples of Jesus, the Christ.  Amen. 

Zeph. 3:14     Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; 
  shout, O Israel! 
 Rejoice and exult with all your heart, 
  O daughter Jerusalem!  
15  The LORD has taken away the judgments against you, 
  he has turned away your enemies. 
 The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; 
  you shall fear disaster no more.  
16  On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: 
 Do not fear, O Zion; 
  do not let your hands grow weak.  
17  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 
18   as on a day of festival. 
 I will remove disaster from you, 
  so that you will not bear reproach for it.  
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19  I will deal with all your oppressors 
  at that time. 
 And I will save the lame 
  and gather the outcast, 
 and I will change their shame into praise 
  and renown in all the earth.  
20  At that time I will bring you home, 
  at the time when I gather you; 
 for I will make you renowned and praised 
  among all the peoples of the earth, 
 when I restore your fortunes 
  before your eyes, says the LORD.  
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I.  

from The Way of the Heart by Henri Nouwen pp.20-21 
  
 B. You and I need only glance at the headlines to  see   
  evidence of this: 
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  1. Nations amassing 10s of thousands of troops   
   on the boarder of smaller, more vulnerable,   
   neighbors and issuing threats. 
  2. Lethal school shootings and other school    
   shootings narrowly averted. 
  3. A congress in our own nation which only    
   seems to be able to get things done when they   
   are at the 11th hour and economic doom lurks   
   at the horizon. 
  4. Climate-change driven lethal weather on the   
   rise. 
 C. And all this in what many people think of as a    
  “Christian nation.” 
  1. It would seem that Nouwen and Thomas    
   Merton - both writing decades ago — did,   
   indeed, identify the danger: 

“…to let oneself drift along passively, accepting the values and tenets …
of society was purely and simply a disaster.” 
“The basic question is wether we [followers] of Jesus Christ have not 
already been so deeply molded by the seductive powers of our dark 
world that we have become blind to our own and other people’s fatal 
state and have lost the power and motivation to swim for our lives.” 

II. Today we are on the Third Sunday in Advent - Gaudete 
 A pink candle is lit on Gaudete Sunday–named for the entrance 
antiphon for today for both the Mass and for the Liturgy of the Hours.  
“Rejoice (gaudete) in the Lord always, again I say, rejoice.”  
 As Advent is patterned in part after Lent, Gaudete Sunday is 
similar to the Lenten Laetare Sunday, which also represents joy and falls 
at the midpoint of Lent. 
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 A. And on our third Canticle given as a text for the   
 season of Advent in the form of Zephaniah 3:14-ff.  

 B. Last week we had Canticle of the priest and    
  prophet Zechariah (John the Baptist’s dad). 
 D. The task of the prophet is to do some hard things: 
  1. To tell the truth in a society that prefers to   
   spin and live in illusions. 
  2. To honestly grieve in a culture that prefers to   
   live in denial. 
  3. To offer hope in a context where despair lurks   
   in every corner. 
 E. As I said before - today we turn to the prophet    
  Zephaniah.  And we can expect him to  
  † unmask illusions,  
  † name the sorrows which need to be     
   grieved,  
  † offer us also a vision which restores hope. 

III. Today we have the canticle of Zephaniah. 
 A. A bit of context: 
  1. There is a long gap of silence in Hebrew    
   prophetic literature.  It is as if God quit    
   speaking — OR — perhaps the prophets were   
   annihilated. 
  2. Between time of Micah and time of Isaiah -   
   nearly 80 years of  silence in Hebrew scripture. 
 B. As it turns out this was an exceptionally brutal and 
  difficult period for Israel. 
  1. Manasseh (who we learn from 2 Kings was the 
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   worst king ever in the history of Israel)    
   reigned. 
   a. He undid the work of his father     
    Hezechiah. 
   b. He ruined the worship in the temple 
   c. He had his own son burned as a human   
    sacrificial offering to the gods of the    
    Assyrians 
   d. Murdered many people in political and   
    theological purges . . . 

IV. So, it is not surprising that when a prophet finally    
 comes to speech toward the end of this long season of   
 chaos . . . 
 A. It is a word of judgement that comes forth 
 B. Jerusalem will be destroyed 
 C. The people will suffer greatly as a result of the    
  king’s unfaithfulness… 
 D. No surprises here - he is doing what nearly all of   
  the prophets do in identifying the problems and   
  warning about the consequences 
 E. The opening chapters of Zephaniah are pretty hard 
  to read because he is accusing the king and the   
  leaders of betraying the people, and he is     
  unapologetically giving voice to the pain and    
  sorrow which are the natural consequence of a   
  nation living in untruth and denial. 

V. But late in Zephaniah - indeed on the closing page of   
 poetry he gives us his canticle . . . and astonishing song   
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 of joy and reversal 
 A. God is not angry with the people (only with    
  leaders) 
 B. God loves and cherishes those who are struggling 
 C. Re-asserts himself as their true king. 
  1. who gives them reason not to fear 
  2. who invites them to join in the rejoicing 
  3. who rejoices over them in gladness 
  4. who exults over them — singing this song 
  5. who saves the injured 
  6. who gathers in the stragglers 
  7. who includes the outcasts and welcomes the   
   estranged 
  8. Who takes away shame and replaces it with   
   praise 
  9. who will bring them home . . . 
    
VI. So why do we have all these poems from the prophets   
 assigned for worship during Advent? 
 A. Because LONG before the angels came to the    
  shepherd keeping watch over their flocks by night   
  and saying, “Fear not!  For behold we bring you   
  good news of great joy for all the people - for to you 
  this day a child is born . . .” the prophets were    
  doing essentially saying the same thing! 
 B. Zephaniah — Do not fear, for God is among you as   
  your true king!  Rejoice with one another and with   
  God that God so loves the world that God sends    
  God’s-self to dwell among us full of grace and    
  truth. 
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 C. There is nothing wrong which cannot be made    
  right with God’s help. 
 D. There is no darkness which cannot be overcome by   
  the indwelling of the one who is light and life! 
VII. So we make our way toward the stable of Christ’s birth 
 A. Not denying the reality of the problems which    
  plague us 
 B. Not pretending that things are OK when they are   
  not 
 C. Not giving up and giving in to a world-view which   
  would have us competing all the time 
  1. “I know that compassion is all out of fashion   
   and anger is all the rage — give up and give in   
   to that cynical spin that you see on most every   
   page…” 

VIII. We march through Advent - making our way to the 
  manger in a joyful and hope-filled defiance  
 A. which trusts more in God’s power to redeem than it   
  does in the powers of this world to keep things    
  oppressively dark. 
 B. And which defines for us the habits and values we   
  want to adopt as children of this God and disciples   
  of this Christ. 
  1. As it turns out they are listed for us in    
   Zephaniah’s song as they were in Isaiah too   
   and as they were quoted by our Lord in his   
   first act of leading worship: 

Luke 4:18  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

Canticle of Zephaniah   a sermon for Cary Presbyterian Church - Fargo   Advent 3    p.8



  because he has anointed me 
   to bring good news to the poor. 
 He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
  and recovery of sight to the blind, 
   to let the oppressed go free,  
19  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

 C. So friends, let us join with Zephaniah, and Isaiah,   
  and Jeremiah, and Zechariah, and (next week with   
  mother Mary) to proclaim the year of the Lord’s   
  favor, and let us go through these last days of    
  gathering darkness, confident in God’s coming to   
  bring again the light.
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