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“Rejoice with All Your Heart” 

Zephaniah 3:14-20 

Third Sunday in Advent + December 16, 2012 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 How are you at singing?  Is it something you enjoy, or something you 

dread?  When it comes time for us to sing a hymn, are you “into it”—book 

open, eyes focused on the words and the notes, trying to go up when the notes 

go up and down when the notes go down?  Or do you feel self-conscious because 

you don’t think you sing very well?  One of the sad things that is happening in 

our society is that people get the mistaken idea that singing is only for 

professionals.  For example, at ball games we now “listen” to the national 

anthem instead of singing it ourselves.  Not so among God’s people!  One of the 

great things about the way our worship is set up is that it is meant to be 

participatory.  The songs in our hymnbook are meant to be singable, and the 

parts of the liturgy are done over and over again, week after week, so that even 

people who don’t read music are able to learn them and sing along.  As a 

matter of fact, the way the prophet speaks, how can a believer in the Lord Jesus 

not sing for joy?  He says:  “Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel!  

Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem!” (v.14).  In 

other words, “Hey, all you people of God.  Don’t leave the hymnal in the rack in 

front of you, join in!  Sing for joy!”  What causes us to break into song?  There 

are several reasons listed here for singing for joy.  Today we’ll talk about three:   

(1) The Lord has taken away the judgments against us.  (2) The King is in our 

midst.  (3) The Lord our God rejoices over us. 

- III - 

 First of all, we can sing for joy because the Lord has taken away the 

judgments against us.  “The Lord has taken away the judgments against you; 

He has cleared away your enemies” (v.15).  The people of Judah to whom this 

was directed were under the judgment of the Lord.  Zephaniah was a 

contemporary of Jeremiah, and both predicted the fall of Jerusalem and the 

exile to Babylon.  Even more, in this little book, judgment is spoken against all 

people:  “‘I will utterly sweep away everything from the face of the earth,’ 

declares the LORD.  ‘I will sweep away man and beast; I will sweep away the 
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birds of the heavens and the fish of the seas, and the rubble with wicked.  I will 

cut off mankind from the face of the earth,’ declares the LORD” (1:2-3).  He 

warns that the “day of the LORD” is near (1:7), a “day of wrath…a day of 

distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and 

gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness” (1:15).  He speaks of how the LORD 

at that time will come through Jerusalem with a lamp, looking for complacent 

people who mocked Him and said, “The LORD will not do good, nor will He do 

ill” (1:12).  Because of idolatry Judah will be destroyed.  And because of all 

sorts of wickedness destruction is coming on all nations.  He is speaking of the 

end of the world and the judgment to which all people will be subject when 

Christ returns.  Pride and self-reliance will be exposed:  “for a full and sudden 

end He will make of all the inhabitants of the earth” (1:18).    

 So why rejoice?  Rejoice because “The LORD has taken away the 

judgments against you; He has cleared away your enemies” (v.15).  The decree 

that would send the people of God into exile would one day be reversed.  They 

would return and rebuild.  God would “clear away” the enemies of His people.  

The story of world history, especially in this region, is the story of one nation 

after another rising to the top of the heap.  The Babylonians who would destroy 

Jerusalem would one day be conquered by the Medes and Persians.  The 

prophet speaks of it in the past tense because God has decreed it and it is as 

good as done. 

 God has also taken away the judgments against us.  The punishment 

spoken against us for our sin is eternal hell.  But that judgment has been dished 

out against the Lord Jesus in our place!  Good Friday was the greatest “day of 

the Lord.”  On that day the Lord poured out His great anger against a sinful 

world on His one and only Son, so that whoever believes in Him would not be 

subject to the judgment.  If we come to the Lord through Jesus, giving up our 

trust in ourselves and our own works, and trusting instead in the good works of 

Jesus in our place, relying on His sacrifice on the cross and resurrection from 

the dead for us, then we will find on the last day that our enemies of sin and its 

guilt and punishment will have been removed, completely cleared away.  There 

is now and never will be any condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  

That is something to sing about!  
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- II - 

 Secondly, we rejoice from the bottom of our hearts because the King is in 

our midst:  “The King of Israel, the LORD is in your midst; you shall never 

again fear evil.  … Fear not, O Zion; let not your hands grow weak.  The LORD 

your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save” (vv.15-17).  Rejoice, sing 

for joy, exult with all your heart, because the great King is right here with us!  

He is not absent, but has really come to be among us.  That is what Christmas is 

all about:  the coming into human flesh of our God, in the person of His Son.  

He became a tiny embryo and then fetus in the womb of His mother.  He was a 

tiny infant, a toddler, a boy, a teenager, a true human adult.  Since His visible 

ascension into heaven He is present among us through His word—spoken, read, 

proclaimed, preached, studied, taught, memorized and made visible in the 

sacraments.  And where He is present, He is present to save and deliver, rescue 

and help.  No need to be afraid:  the great King and Savior is right here! 

 With the Almighty King here with us, there is no reason to let get 

discouraged:  “Let not your hands grow weak” (v.16).  It can be discouraging to 

keep trying to serve the Lord wherever He has placed you.  You might feel like 

dropping your hands and saying, “What’s the use?  Why should I bother to try 

to get it right?  Why should I keep trying to be faithful?  I keep on falling fall 

short.  I try to do my best for my family and in my job.  I try to be a good 

neighbor and to pitch in where I can, but it doesn’t seem to be working.”  To us 

the Lord says today, through His prophet:  “Don’t give up!  Don’t let your 

hands grow weak!  Don’t be discouraged!  I am still in your midst!  I have still 

got a song of joy for you to sing!  I am the Mighty One to rescue you from all 

your enemies.  Hang in there!  I have not forgotten you!” 

- III – 

 The third reason for rejoicing with all our heart is that God Himself is 

rejoicing over us:  “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will 

save; He will rejoice over you with gladness; … He will exult over you with loud 

singing” (v.17).  This is an extraordinary word and quite unique in all the pages 

of the Holy Scriptures.  It says that God Himself is singing, singing loudly, and 

He is singing over us, His people!  Can you imagine, the Lord God Almighty’s 

voice reverberating throughout the universe, bouncing off the planets, ringing 
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from one end of creation to the other.  Why?  Because you and I have truly 

been rescued from our sin and guilt and are truly His dear, beloved, children.  

Consider this word from the book of Hebrews, that the Lord Jesus, “who for 

the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is 

seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2).  It was for joy 

that Jesus was willing to suffer and die on the cross:  the joy of seeing you and 

me and sinners from all nations forgiven of our sins, counted righteous before 

Him, and given a place in His heavenly kingdom.  We read one time that the 

Lord Jesus rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of 

heaven and earth, that You have hidden these things from the wise and 

understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father , for such was 

your gracious will” (Luke 10:21).  It gave Jesus great joy that the kingdom of 

God was coming to the simple-hearted, to sinners who lamented their sinfulness 

and trusted in Him for forgiveness with childlike hearts.  Recall the words of 

Jesus that there is “joy in heaven [and “before the angels of God”] over one 

sinner who repents” (Luke 15:7, 10).  Recall the parable where the Father of 

the house throws a party to celebrate the return of the lost Son (Luke 15:11-32). 

 Because of Jesus and His forgiveness, because God has removed the 

judgments against us and is in our midst, He is delighted with the works that we 

do in faith.  Jesus’ blood takes away all our impurities and weaknesses.  God is 

now a delighted Father singing for joy when He sees us in action.  We serve 

Him on earth and it seems pretty lame.  We falter, we hesitate, we make 

mistakes.  But God in heaven looks down and rejoices from the bottom of His 

heart to say, “That’s my boy!”  “She’s my girl!”  “Aren’t they terrific?”  We 

are not out of line imaging the Lord pointing to us and the good works that He 

is producing in us and saying to Michael and Gabriel and all the angels and 

archangels:  “Let’s sing another stanza of that song of joy!  These people were 

lost, but now they are found!  They were dead, but now they are alive!  They 

will be with Me forever!” 

 Tell me, if the Lord Himself is singing for joy, how can we do less?  In 

Jesus’ name, Amen. 
 
 

 
Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of 

Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.  
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Originally preached December 13, 2009. 

 


