
Repent and rejoice!

(Zephaniah 3:14-20; Song of Isaiah; Luke 3-7-18)

Prophets occupy the stage in today’s readings, starting with Zephaniah 
and ending with John the Baptist.

What is your mental image of a prophet?  Is it a picture of a shabbily 
dressed man with unkempt COVID lockdown hair and beard, carrying a 
sign proclaiming “The end is nigh” or “Prepare to meet your doom”?  
Does the word prophet recall your Sunday school days and those vividly 
coloured pictures of Moses, Samuel, or Elijah on the flannel-graph?  Or 
do you apply the term to people of our own times who apply their minds 
to discerning the signs of the times, and speaking truth to power?  
Perhaps someone like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 
Martin Luther King or Rowan Williams?

Prophets have something of an image problem.  They are almost always 
associated in the popular mind with gloominess and bad news.  In fact 
to call someone a “Jeremiah” has come to denote someone pessimistic 
about the future.  The prophets certainly had some heavy things to 
impart as they warned the people of Israel to change their ways, to 
repent, and to obey God.  But were they always the messengers of bad 
news?  Or have we just become accustomed to hearing their good news 
as bad news?

Consider the prophet Zephaniah.  He lived in the time of the prophet 
Jeremiah and King Josiah of Judah.  Like Jeremiah he prophesied that 
Jerusalem and Judah would be destroyed and carried away because of 
their wicked lives and stubborn refusal to turn and follow God’s ways.  
And so it came about when between 605 BCE and 582 BCE the Judeans 
were carried away to exile in Babylon in a number of successive 
deportations.
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However, as today’s reading reveals, Zephaniah also speaks a message 
of abundant comfort and hope.

Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion;
shout, O Israel!
Rejoice and exult with all your heart,
O daughter of Jerusalem!  (Zeph. 3:14)

Rejoicing is called for because

The Lord has taken away the judgments against you;
he has cleared away your enemies.
The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst;
you shall never again fear evil.  (Zeph. 3:15)

God’s delight in God’s people is described:

  He will rejoice over you with gladness;
  he will quiet you by his love
  he will exult over you with loud singing.

Zephaniah describes God’s motherly love for Israel as well as God’s 
fatherly protection.  God quiets Israel as a mother quiets her child.  God 
goes even further, promising that even the lowliest and most 
disadvantaged will be saved and restored.

The chapter of Isaiah which we read in place of the psalm today likewise 
calls for singing and shouting with joy because

The Lord God is my strength and my song,
and he has become my salvation.  (Is. 12:2b)

God comes to save us.  Just as the people of old had been saved from 
slavery in Egypt, so also we have been saved from the slavery of sin and 
death through the death and Resurrection of the Son of God, Jesus 
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Christ.  Salvation comes as a gift to repentant sinners at every liturgy we 
celebrate.

It is in recognition of this that our Advent candle for this Sunday is pink 
instead of the more sombre purple, as we take time out to rejoice as 
Saint Paul calls us to do in his letter to the Philippian church.

But what about John the Baptist, that last and greatest Herald of 
Heaven’s King as a Scottish poet has called him?  Can we find much 
cause for rejoicing in the message of this austere prophet with his 
message of repent, repent, and from old errors turn?1

The answer depends on what we mean by the word repent.  When we 
hear the call to repent, -- and we must always remember that this was 
also the primary message of Jesus during his earthly ministry -- we 
often focus almost exclusively on what we turn away from, what we 
have to give up, or let go of.  We rarely focus on what we are being 
invited into.  Repentance, though, is not a morbid self-abasement or an 
obsession with our own sins and the ways in which we all fall short of 
the mark at times.

Rather, repentance means taking a good, hard, realistic look at 
ourselves, at our faith, and at our commitment, and making a conscious 
decision on where we would like to be in our spiritual lives.  It is not 
always easy because we need to ask ourselves some searching 
questions, and that can be an uncomfortable process.  However, it can 
also be the most liberating experience in the world.

Some of our questions might be:

Are we growing in our faith, and producing any fruit in our Christian 
lives?  If not, why not?  What is hindering us?

Does our faith inform, enrich, and guide our response to others?
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Are we relying on God, and not on any kind of false security?  Just as 
the John the Baptist told the complacent crowds:

do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
father’

we need to ensure we are not relying on any illusions.  Are we perhaps 
equating church membership with discipleship?  They are not the same.  
Are we equating our Christian faith with the prevailing culture?  They are 
often not the same either.

Is our Christianity good news, or merely good advice?

Is our faith feeble and anorexic, or strong in the power of God working 
in our lives?

The crowd that went out into the wilderness to hear John the Baptist 
preaching was a varied group.  There were the heavies of the religious 
establishment such as the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  There were 
the tax collectors, hated collaborators with the occupying Romans, and 
there were soldiers known for their rough and often brutal ways.  Each 
of them asked John the Baptist the same question: “what should we do?  
John’s answer was to point out to them practical actions: caring for 
others, walking in ways of justice and peace, living in love.

It is much the same when we repent and resolve to amend our lives as 
we do at each worship service when we say the General Confession, and 
also at other more private and significant moments of our lives.  To 
repent means to stop refusing to be the person God has called us to be.  
It means to turn around and follow Jesus.  Joy and rejoicing is the result 
of this process.

Sisters and brothers in Christ, we are well into the season of Advent, 
preparing for Christmas, preparing for the great event of the 
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Incarnation.  Repentance in this season will allow us to experience the 
full joy of God’s coming into the world as one of us.

What greater joy can there be than this?  Christmas shows us that:
God looked beyond our faults and saw our need;
God saw that we needed clothes, and became clothed in our skin;
God saw that we needed food and became daily bread for us;
God saw that we were thirsty and poured out his life-giving blood 
for us.

The repentance of Advent is a call for our transformation.  Something 
new has indeed come into the world, something life-giving, liberating 
and restorative.  It is something that has come in the past, is coming 
now and comes at every moment of our lives.  It is a blessing and a gift 
that has been poured out on all believers.  We, as members of God’s 
family who have been given a glimpse of God’s dream for humanity, are 
called to rejoice as we share that hope.  With the prophets, we too have 
a responsibility (or should I call it a privilege?) to make God and God’s 
ways known to all.

Let us pray:
Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful,

enkindle in them the fire of your love;
send forth your Spirit, O Lord,

and they shall be created
and you shall renew the face of the earth.

Amen.
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1 William Drummond, 1585-1649.  “For the Baptist”.


