Advent Series: By Prophet Bards Foretold

“The Lord is in Our Midst”

Zephaniah 3:14-20

During the season of Advent this year we are listening in on the words of the Minor Prophets. We refer to them as minor, not because they were unimportant, but because their prophecies contained in Scripture are so brief. Zephaniah is one of these “minor prophets” comprised of only three short chapters and 48 verses. 

Zephaniah was not only a prophet. He was also a prince. He was descended from King Hezekiah. He was a contemporary of King Josiah, who instituted a religious revival in Israel that was sorely needed. The people of Israel had fallen into idolatry, immorality, and unconcern for their fellow human beings and their own spiritual lives. In fact, there was a general ambivalence toward God. Their belief in God is captured succinctly in a verse in Chapter 1. Speaking of the people, Zephaniah refers to them as:

“…those who say in their hearts, ‘The Lord will not do good, nor will he do harm’” (v.12c)

  In other words, they had come to see God as absent, impotent, and uninvolved in day-to-day life. Now though Zephaniah may have been royalty, it didn’t keep him from ranting at such a pitifully weak theology. His princeliness didn’t get in the way of his prophecy! Zephaniah foretold the coming judgment upon Israel for their sins, their disregard for God and for the moral and spiritual well being of their land. He spoke with fervor and passion about the coming “day of the Lord”. It would be a day of reckoning when the Lord appeared. He would come and set things right that had been allowed to deform and decay under the spiritual inertia of a lackadaisical people. 

King Josiah had bought into Zephaniah’s message and the reform had begun. The reform was fueled by the recovery of a Mosaic book of the law, lost during the time of the Exile.  It was a portion of scripture we have today in the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy. And so, for most of his prophesy – for 41 of those 48 verses - Zephaniah pronounces the coming of the Lord in judgment.

However, it’s interesting that with all the harsh words that Zephaniah has for the nation of Israel, with all that needed to be rectified in the land, like so many of Israel’s prophets, Zephaniah closes out the message of his book with a remarkably upbeat word of hope. It is a word that centers on the promise that though the day of the Lord may begin with judgment; it will not end in condemnation. No, it will end in joy. It will ultimately be something to rejoice in that God will appear. The way Zephaniah says it is that it will be a day when we will recognize beyond a shadow of a doubt that:


“The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst” (vv 15, 17)
 And that indeed is something to rejoice in.

 On this third Sunday of Advent, Zephaniah might have a little ranting to do at us as well. The people of God are forever tempted to imagine that God is absent or powerless. Why else (our human reason asks) would there continue to be such evil and injustice in the world? And if God will, as it was said of old, “not do good nor do harm,” – if God has no intention of breaking in upon our settled world - shall we not just live willy-nilly however we want? Shall we not just live for ourselves alone, and live for today only? 

 These are the despairing questions our pitiful theology and our poor ethics leave us with. And perhaps, Zephaniah is right – until we hear the Lord’s judgment upon the paucity of our faith, we cannot hear the promise of our faith. And so for the first 41 verses, Zephaniah rants, but then comes the passage we have read to day. And the words of judgment shift to words of joy; words of promise that God WILL break in upon our world.

 “The Lord is in our midst”, says Zephaniah and then the princely prophet goes on to elaborate on what the Lord’s being with us will mean for our lives. First of all, the Lord’s being with us will mean...

...RELEASE FROM OUR FEAR (VV.15b, 16)

As Zephaniah peers into the hopeful future he sees the promise of fearless living. He writes:


“The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst;


You shall fear evil no more.


On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem:


“Do not fear, O Zion;


Let not your hands grow weak.”

One theme that is woven throughout the biblical stories of Advent is that we do not have to live in fear any more. 

· When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and announced that she would have a child, he told her, “Fear not”. (Luke 1)

· When Joseph was confused as to how his fiancée Mary could possibly be pregnant and at a loss about the right and honorable thing to do, the angel appeared in a dream and told him “do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife”.  (Matthew 1).

· When the shepherds were out in the fields on the night when Jesus arrived, they were filled with fear when the angels appeared making the announcement of the Lord’s arrival. But once again the message was, “fear not, for I bring you good tidings of great joy”. (Luke 2).

 Echoing throughout the nativity story is the message that with the arrival of Christ in our midst we can be released from our fears. Does that mean there is nothing to be afraid of any more? Not at all! Evil still exists in our world. It certainly did in Jesus time as well. 

No sooner was Jesus born than that fox, Herod, put a contract out on his head and Mary and Joseph had to flee to Egypt. The promise of Zephaniah – that the Lord is in our midst - does not mean that evil is immediately eradicated. But it does mean this - we do not have to live our lives consumed by fear.

 Zephaniah proclaims the good news that we do not live in an isolated, abandoned world, devoid of the Divine. “The Lord is in our midst”. God has visited us and we are not left to face alone the fears before us in the world. The good news is that Jesus is Emmanuel, “God with us,” to release us from our fears.

 Into our world of anxiety and fear; where terrorism looms and wars seem endless; where global climate change haunts us and darkness frightens us; the promise of God’s presence with us should give us hope. It is the good news of Advent and Christmas. It is what we celebrate in this season – “the Lord is in our midst.”

But not only does God’s being with us hold the promise of releasing us from fear. God’s being in our midst...

...RENEWS US IN GOD’S LOVE. (v.17)

 In the 17th verse the prophet tells a number of things that the Lord will do in the lives of his people when he dwells in their midst.

· He will be a warrior who gives victory

· He will rejoice over us in gladness

· He will exult over us with loud singing

But the one that truly jumps off the page at me is this one:

“He will renew you in his love”

One of the realities of human life is not only fear, but also weariness. Sometimes we just get so tired, especially this time of year. Our calendars are so jam-packed and our to-do lists are so long that we wear ourselves out. Many times it is all in the name of a good cause. But then we find ourselves short of temper. We discover ourselves snapping at those we love or being rude to the retail salesperson in the store. We find our irritation growing and our love waning. 

And sometimes, we just wish our love could be renewed because it feels like we have nothing left to give. In our weariness, a prayer by the 4th century preacher Gregory of Nazianzus says it well for us. Confessing candidly before the Lord, Gregory prays:

 “The breath of life, O Lord, seems spent. My body is tense, my mind filled with anxiety. I have no zest, no energy...Dark thoughts constantly invade my head, and I have no power to resist them.

 But then, Gregory’s plea rises up:

Lord, raise up my soul, revive my body”.

 When the weariness of life comes, in what do we hope? Zephaniah invites us to hope in the promise that “the Lord is in our midst”. With the Lord’s presence comes the promise that we will be renewed in his love. God’s love for us is so great it has the power to renew us from our weariness, heal us in those times when we feel we’ve lost the strength to love ourselves or to love our neighbor. 

  If you feel like your love has waned – your love for God, for people, for yourself – consider this: in the 8th chapter of the book of Romans, the apostle Paul poses the question of all questions for the Christian. 

“Can anything separate us from the love Christ has for us?” (Romans 8:35)

It is a profound question, indeed. The good news is, God answered that question for us even before we asked it:

So we’d see his answer, he lit a star in the sky. So we’d hear it, he filled the night with the singing of angels; and so we’d believe it, he did what no man had ever dreamed. He became flesh and dwelt among us. (In The Grip of Grace, Max Lucado). 

 He came to be with us. That is the good news of Advent and Christmas. He came to release us from our fears, to renew us in God’s love, and Zephaniah also says that the Lord has come and is coming into our midst to...

 ...RESTORE US TO LIFE AND BRING US HOME (VV. 19, 20a)

 Because God became a human being in Jesus, God knows that life can beat up on us sometimes. Life with all of its challenges can sometimes divert us from what is truly precious and important. But the promise of Zephaniah is that because the Lord is in our midst, all that militates against life’s best; all that threatens to tears us away from our spiritual homeland; will be dealt with. Listen again to the promise of the prophet:


“Behold, at that time I will deal


with all your oppressors.


And I will save the lame


and gather the outcast, 


and I will change their shame into praise


and renown in all the earth.


At that time I will bring you home,


(and)  gather you together”. 

 When the child, born in the manger grew to be an adult, he remarked on why he came to be with us. He said:


“I came that you may have life and have it abundantly”  (John 10:10)

 God’s advent in Jesus was so that all might be able to experience life in its fullness. 

It is a sad commentary on us that in December, when we celebrate the advent of the one who came to restore us to life, that we have confused the abundant life with the affluent life. We have defined the full life by how much we can get rather than how much we can give. We have loved presents of gold and silver more than we have loved the presence of the Good Shepherd. Somewhere along the way we have forgotten that Christ came to be with us to give us abundant life; not an affluent life-style, but abundant life!  If any good can come out of this time in history we have dubbed, “The Great Recession,” perhaps it will be a renewed realization, especially at Christmas, that abundance is so much deeper than affluence.

 One of the great Christian thinkers of our day was Henri Nouwen. His observations on life may be just the thing we need to hear in this season. Nouwen writes:


“It strikes me increasingly just how hard-pressed people are nowadays. It’s as though they’re tearing about from one emergency to another. Never solitary, never still, never ever really free, but always busy about something that just can’t wait. Amid this frantic hurly-burly, we lose touch with life itself. We have the experience of being busy, while nothing real seems to happen. The more agitated we are, the more complicated our lives become, and the more difficult it is to keep a space where God can let something truly new take place...And yet we know that everyone who allowed God’s love to enter his or her heart has not only become a better human being, but has also contributed significantly to a better world. The lives of believers show that. And so I say, make room in your heart for God and let God cherish you.” (Quoted in a sermon by W. Frank Harrington. December 15, 1996).

How about you? Can you make room for Christ amid all the hurly-burly of Christmas? He wants us to know the abundant life in this season. Let us make room for the child of Bethlehem for he indeed is in our midst to free us from fear, to renew us in love and to restore us to life.
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