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14 Sing out, daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all 

your heart, you daughter of Jerusalem. 15 The LORD has removed the judgment 

against you. He has turned back your enemy. Israel’s king, the LORD, is in your 

midst! You no longer need to fear disaster. 16 In that day Jerusalem will be told, 

“Do not be afraid, O Zion. Do not give up. 17 The LORD your God is with you as a 

hero who will save you. He takes great delight in you. He will quiet you with his 

love. He will rejoice over you with singing.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

Whatever details you remember most of the Christmas story in the Bible, one of 

the themes that comes up again and again is the incredible joy that was felt by so 

many people back then. The Bible says the Magi were “overjoyed” when they saw 

the star stop over the place where the baby was. The angels announced “good 

news of great joy” to the shepherds, who immediately left their sheep and 

hurried to Bethlehem to see the little baby, then hurried into town to tell 

everyone what had happened, and then returned to their empty fields glorifying 

and praising God at the top of their lungs, even though no one else was listening. 

When Jesus was 8 days old, old man Simeon held him in his arms, and was so 

happy seeing this little baby alive that he said now he was ready to peacefully die. 

Even John the Baptist, while he was still in Elizabeth’s womb “leaped for joy” 

when just the promise of Jesus stepped into the room. Whatever you think of the 

Christmas story, one thing seems pretty clear – it’s supposed to bring you great 

joy no matter who you are, no matter what’s happening in your life at the time – 

which kind of begs the question: Is there something wrong with you if you aren’t 

full of joy at Christmas? Are you messed up or exceptionally broken if it’s easier 

for you to feel sad than glad during the holiday season? Does that mean you’re a 

bad Christian?  

You might think so when you first read today’s sermon text. In today’s sermon, 

the prophet Zephaniah told God’s people in Jerusalem to do four things. He told 

them to “Sing,” “Shout aloud,” “Be glad,” and “rejoice with all your heart.” He 

told them to be excessively joyful. But he told them that immediately after he told 

them something else. God had given Zephaniah the job of telling God’s people in 

the city of Jerusalem that they weren’t going to get anything for Christmas this 

year. This year, they were going to lose everything – their homes, their jobs, even, 



for some, their spouses and children – because the Babylonians were going to 

come in, make them their slaves, separate them from their families, and destroy 

the homes they were living in  

In other words, in these verses, God is telling us that he believes he can give us 

something that can be very difficult at times to find today – the ability to feel real, 

genuine joy no matter who or what you’ve ever lost, no matter the troubles you 

might ever gain, no matter how far behind you are on your Christmas shopping.  

14 Sing out, daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all 

your heart, you daughter of Jerusalem. 15 The LORD has removed the judgment 

against you. He has turned back your enemy. Israel’s king, the LORD, is in your 

midst! You no longer need to fear disaster. 16 In that day Jerusalem will be told, 

“Do not be afraid, O Zion. Do not give up. 17 The LORD your God is with you as a 

hero who will save you. He takes great delight in you. He will quiet you with his 

love. He will rejoice over you with singing.” 

There are so many good phrases there that describe so many of the good things 

we want to feel at Christmas. But, of course, not everyone does. You may have 

heard of Jimmy Kimmel. He’s a late night television host, and sometimes around 

Christmas he invites his audience to participate in the show. He suggests that 

parents allow their children to open one Christmas gift early and that they record 

that on video. The reason he thought this would be a funny thing to record is 

because he also suggests that the gift they open should be something that the kid 

obviously wouldn’t like. One parent gave their daughter a rotten banana. Another 

kid unwrapped a package of broccoli. Another kid received a sponge. And I bet 

you know how they reacted when they opened those gifts. Broccoli was thrown 

on the floor. The sponge flew across the room. Most of the kids started crying. 

Why? They didn’t get what they were expecting.  

How those kids reacted illustrates something very important about our joy. It 

illustrates how closely our joy is tied up with our expectations. When our 

expectations are met, we typically feel joy; we typically don’t when they’re not. 

And if you would like to know what your expectations really are, then ask 

yourself: What is it that has the greatest potential to make you feel, or what is it 

that has already made you feel sad, angry, or discouraged this holiday season? 

Whatever it is – you likely have an expectation that something in your life should 



be different. And here’s the most important question about our expectations: Do 

you have that expectation because God gave you the right to expect it, or because 

you invented it all on your own? Can you think of a passage in the Bible where 

God promises that you will have enough time to get all your shopping done, 

decorate the house, enjoy some hot cocoa, and spend meaningful time watching 

Hallmark movies with your children? Can you think of a Bible passage in which 

God promises that your family will be nice, every driver in the parking lot will be 

polite, and that everyone at work will take the time to think of how their 

decisions and attitude are affecting your peace of mind? No, of course God does 

not promise any of those things.  

One of writers for Time of Grace shared in one of her blogs her least favorite 

promise that Jesus gives us in the Bible. It’s the promise that “in this world, you 

will have much trouble.” That’s what God gives us the right to expect; that as we 

live in this world, whether it’s Christmas or Easter or President’s Day or Arbor 

Day, we will not have difficulty feeling troubled.  

And we know that. Even at Christmas. For some, this Christmas is especially 

troubling because it’s the first one without someone they love. For others, they’re 

afraid it might be someone’s last. Others will be going through Christmas having 

just lost their job or while sitting in a hospital bed. For others, it’ll be impossible 

this year to forget that the divorce really happened. Some are in a new place in 

life where everything is different. Others are still stuck in the same place after 

praying day after day that something would change. Our lives are proof that Jesus 

is right – we have the right to expect trouble.  

And yet, Zephaniah tells God’s people to “Sing,” “Shout aloud,” “Be glad,” and 

“rejoice with all your heart.” And, as we noted before, it’s not because their lives 

were less troubling than ours. They really were going to lose their homes, their 

families, their children. And why? To teach his children a lesson. God’s people 

were about to take a walk to Babylon. It wasn’t because the Babylonians were 

such big bullies. God was sending the Babylonians to Jerusalem because it was 

obvious to him that his people living there had stopped looking at their lives and 

the things God had given them as a privilege. In chapters 1 and 2, Zephaniah lists 

the ways this started showing up in their lives. They were arrogant and 

gluttonous. They were quick to complain when they didn’t get their way. They 



spent a lot of time throwing their money at the things of this world and almost no 

time worshipping and praying. In general, they loved the things in this world more 

than they loved the God who gave those things to them. And they had an 

expectation. They were expecting that God wasn’t going to care.  

But he obviously did. God sent them to Babylon; not only as a reminder of how 

quickly we can lose the things on earth we have such a tight grip on, but more 

importantly, as a reminder that if the thought of having or losing something here 

on earth is what’s having the greatest pull on our heart and our emotions, then 

that means God isn’t. And if it’s not God and his Word and his promises that are 

leading us in everything, then the reality is that we’re not really following him. 

And if we’re not following the one who created joy in the first place, then 

whatever path we’re on, we’ll never really find it. And that’s not to say that there 

aren’t things in this world that fill us with legitimate joy and legitimately make us 

hurt when we lose them. There certainly are.  

But you will have joy, no matter how long you have to wait. And no matter the 

reason. That’s what God was telling his people through Zephaniah. That’s why 

God ended this book the way he did. He knew they were really good at loving the 

wrong things. He knew they didn’t take seriously the fact that they were one day 

going to lose everything in this world they had ever gained. So he took those 

things away for them, so they could see that the one thing they still had after 

everything was gone was a God who was never going to lose his hold on them – 

or on you; even if you’ve sometimes lost some pretty important things; like your 

confidence in his promises, your determination to love him more than anything, 

or even your joy in hearing God say that he chose you to be loved, and not 

forsaken.  

And we see that so clearly when we look at the life of the little baby whose mom 

wasn’t able to hold him on the day he really was dying. Not because someone 

secretly took the child away. But because that was the cost God had promised to 

pay to make you his daughter. To make you his son. To call you forgiven. To tell 

you that there’s already a place reserved for you in heaven. And to assure you 

that you don’t have to fear anything that could ever happen to you down here – 

because everything you could possibly ever gain on earth – including trouble, 



pain, and hurt – will one day lose its grip on you, and it will never touch you ever 

again.  

And that, my friends, is why the Wise Men were overjoyed. That’s why the 

shepherds glorified God even when no one was listening. That’s why Simeon was 

ready to die. That’s why John the Baptist leapt in his mother’s womb. In the 

middle of this troubling world, in the poverty of a manger, they found one safe 

place – in the human arms of a God who finds no greater delight than being with 

you, saving you, and rejoicing over you every day. And that was enough for God’s 

people to shout, sing aloud, be glad, and rejoice with all their heart – even 

knowing their most troubling days in Babylon were still coming. They could walk 

into them knowing the same thing you and I can know as we walk into the holiday 

season, whether or not it meets our expectations – what a joy it is to have a God 

who will never lose his grip on those whom he calls his children. Amen. 


