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 Zephaniah 3: 14-17   Sing, O Daughter of Zion; shout aloud, O Israel.  Be glad and rejoice with all your heart, O Daughter of Jerusalem.  The Lord has taken away your punishment, he has turned back your enemy.  The Lord, the King of Israel, is with you; never again will you fear any harm.  On that day they will say to Jerusalem, “Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands hang limp.  The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save.  He will, take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.”
Have you ever been a part of a joy that was so great that it had to be shared with others?  I think of Time Square in New York City when the end of World War Two was announced.  Parents think how you felt when your first child was born.  Kids think of how you felt when that report card came out and the grades were better then you expected.  Think of how you felt that after a long bout you heard those words, cancer free. Think of the joy you felt when the Packers won the Super Bowl.  Now you have some idea of what great joy is all about.  When this joy hits it has to be shared.  It has to be shown.  It cannot be contained because it cannot be held within you.  It is here where you have some idea how the angels felt when Christ was born.   It is here where you have some idea of what it was like for the Shepherds at Bethlehem to hear the words of the angels.  When we speak of the joy of Christmas, this is the joy of which we speak.  This is the joy we know because we have celebrated Christmas for so many years.  And often, because we have been through so many Christmas’s this joy has become a little dulled.  Yet, we must find a way to renew it not just during Christmas, but all year through.  This is the joy that God wants us to share with people through the Gospel.   This is the joy that God wants us to share with the world so that through this joy the world will know that Jesus is the Messiah.
In our text for this morning God is writing to the people of Israel who have abandoned God and because of this they will face terrible judgment by God to bring them back.  Zepheniah is a contemporary of Jeremiah whom we call the weeping prophet.  Yet, through all of these words of judgment, God reminds the true people of God of the hope that will come one day through the Messiah.  As we move into the Christmas season we need to understand the hope that God has given to us so that we can live in joy of Christmas through more than just a season, but the joy of Christmas can be with us forever.  This is why these words of hope here in Zephaniah are words that help us to understand the real joy of Christmas and the real joy that God wants us to have each and every day of our life.  God wants us to have this hope because so many people are afraid of the future because of the guilt that they have about their own sins.  It is for this reason that if we can grasp the joy of Christmas we will be able to share this hope with all of the people of the world and introduce them to the reason for our hope.  His name is Jesus Christ.  For this reason let us examine the word of God before us today and see how the Lord reminds us:  Rejoice in the Joy of the Coming Savior. 

 We will approach this in three ways. 1) We will see the Reason for the Joy; 2) We will see how this joy grows; and 3) We will see how this joy must be shared.
To understand this joy let us go back to an event that will help us understand.  The event is the time when Adam and Eve were hiding from God behind some bushes.  They were shaking with fear.  God had said that on the day that you sin you shall die.  They had just sinned and they heard God walking in the garden in the cool of the day.  They knew what God should do.  God was a just God.  They should die immediately.  And they waited for the blows of that judgment to fall upon them.  They waited with their hands by their sides and their head bowed.  They knew what logically should now happen to them.  But, then something strange happened.  No hammer blows of law were given.  No threats.  No punishment.  In fact the voice of God that called them out of the bushes contained great love and compassion. It did not make sense.  Friends, why didn’t God punish them for their sins?  There was something they forgot which we have the joy to remember:  For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whosoever believes in him shall not perish, but shall have eternal life.  God’s love overpowered their sin.  Instead of punishment a promise was given:  One day a Savior would be born who would save you from your sin.  You will live in the wonderful consequences of his victory that would not come for many years.  You will be forgiven by faith in this promise.  But you will also have to die to live in heaven because of all that he would do for you.
Adam and Eve were not destroyed.  And the rest of the people of that time were also not punished for their sins because God loved them enough to come up with a plan to save them through a Savior who would be born in the future.  But they all lived with that little doubt would God really sacrifice his Son to pay for their sins?  Would God really sacrifice His Son to pay for their sins?  Was God really more powerful than sin, death, and Satan?  Now fast forward to Joseph and Mary and the Shepherds at Bethlehem.  Can you imagine what it was like to hear the words that were said: Today in the Town of David a Savior will be born to you, he is Christ the Lord?  But what was the source of their joy?  Was it the birth of a baby?  Not really.  What they celebrated was the fact that in spite of their sins, God loved them.  What they really celebrated was the fact that God’s love would save them in spite of their sins.  It is that celebration of love that caused them to have a joy that could not be contained.  This is the reason for our joy today.  It lasts far beyond one day of celebration.  It is a joy that God wants us to have every day of our life.  
This is why the words of Zephaniah are words that foreshadow this coming joy.  It was this joy that would give them hope to endure everything that they were going to have to go through because of their rejection of God.  It is this joy of God’s love that causes us to celebrate to this day.  It is this love that sustains us during times of trouble and problem just like it did in the days of Zephaniah.  It is this joy that will get us through our troubles because we will rely upon the powerful love of God to keep us strong, in spite of the fact that we do not have the power to overcome any trouble.  But God gives us this power by faith through his word.  This is the source of our comfort and of our peace.
But there is more to this than just a day of celebration.  You see when you have a joy that cannot be contained it has to shared with others.  Because when you share it with the people around you, it grows even greater.  When babies are born or the big game is won or a victory is announced the first thing that is going to happen is you just want to hug someone close.  You want to feed off of their joy over the same event.  
This is the part of the celebration that is the most fun because when you share it with the people you love it heightens the joy even further.  In fact this is why, for celebrations life Christmas or birthdays we have to have a family celebration.  This also happened when it was announced to the Shepherds at Bethlehem.  At first there was one angel.  Then there were multitudes who celebrated because they too had waited for many years for this event.  I am sure that the shepherds also joined in this initial celebration and they jumped up and down and might have even hugged each other.
Many people have asked us why we have special services during the holidays.  This is the reason why.  We want to celebrate this joy with all of our brothers and sisters in Christ so that this joy may also build even more.  It is also our brothers and sisters in Christ who will help us to maintain this joy all through the year.  It is this joy that spurs into service to God so that we can help this joy to grow even more.  This is the joy over God’s love that we want to have beyond a one day celebration.  It is this love from God that we celebrate every day of our life.  But once again, we do not have the power to sustain this joy within us or with others.  God commands us to go to church and to study his Word so that God can pour his love into our hearts and by faith this joy will constantly rejoice over the love of God.  In fact it is this joy that will sustain us even during times that don’t seem so pleasant because we know that God will help us through it.  Literally God wants us to kneel before him regularly so that he can keep us strong in and through his love.
But, there is even more.  When the shepherds at Bethlehem heard the news from the angels they actually ran into town and immediately shared this news with everyone. In Zephaniah the people were going to need someone to tell them of the coming hope of the Messiah.  Someone had to remind them during their bleakest days that God still loved them.  Someone needed to remind them that they had sinned and needed to repent of their sins and allow the power of God to turn them around and once again serve the Lord.  That someone would the prophets who received the words of this prophecy.  Please understand the wonderful responsibility that God has given to us.  We have many people today who have no idea of the real reason for Christmas and at the same time we have many people living without real hope or peace.  These same people live in hatred and fear.  Who is going to tell them about the real reason for Christmas and the hope that God has given to all people through the Messiah?  Who is going to remind them all that this child, who is the greatest Christmas gift in the world, is coming because of the love of God?  Who are going to be the ones who are literally going to run into town and spread the good news of the birth of the Savior who has come to pay for our sins?
We literally today have many people who are sitting behind the bushes hiding from God’s wrath.  They know they have sinned and they know that God is angry over their sins.  They are waiting for the hammer blows of God’s judgment.  Who is going to walk behind the bushes and gently lead them out to show them the God of love who has already sent them a Savior who paid the full penalty for their sins?  Who is going to tell them that God is no longer angry with them so that they can now run to God and now away from him?   The people who have now been entrusted with this message of hope are the Christians of this world.  We are the ones that now have been given the good news.  God wants this news to create such joy in our hearts that we will run out into the streets and shout it from the roof tops.  God’s love has sent to us the gift of a Savior who will suffer and die for every sin and has opened the gates of heaven to all believers.

Many people have asked why this joy of Christmas is given to us in the 3rd week of Advent.  After all Christmas is still almost two weeks away.  The reason is simple.  God wants us to have this joy now so that we have time to invite all of the people around us to come and celebrate Christ’s birth with us.  We now have two weeks to come and be a part of the greatest celebration of joy that the world has ever known.  Will you help all people be a part of this celebration by inviting them to come and celebrate with us?
This is why it is so important for us to get ready for Christmas.  It is so easy for us to get sidetracked by Santa Claus or by the parties and the gifts and the shopping for them all, that we arrive at Christmas exhausted and we just want to get it over with.  Yet, we need to understand the real reason why heaven rejoiced when Christ was born and why the people of Jesus day were overwhelmed with joy.  They saw the child who was sent because of that verse we all know:  For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son.  The angels celebrated God’s love, the shepherds understood God’s love, Mary and Joseph understood God’s love and this was the reason for their celebration. This Christmas season it is my prayer that you will celebrate this love that comes from God and that this celebration will last for more than a day or a season.  But, it will be a celebration that begins this Christmas season and lasts forever. Amen
