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Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! 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. On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: “Fear not, O Zion; let not your hands grow weak.
The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you
by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing. I will gather those of you who mourn for the festival, so that you will
no longer suffer reproach. 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 in, at the time
when I gather you together; for I will make you renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore
your fortunes before your eyes,” says the Lord.

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:
“Have a holly, jolly Christmas; It's the best time of the year. I don't know if there'll be snow, but have a cup of cheer.

Have a holly, jolly Christmas; And when you walk down the street Say Hello to friends you know and everyone you meet!” 
Those words come from a ‘Christmas’ song which has been performed by a whole host of entertainers. The classic rendition

of the song is by Burl Ives (I have that recording, if you want to hear it). The song is intended to make you feel happy and glad;
it should get your toes tapping and your fingers snapping. After all, as we are reminded again and again, “Tis the season to be
jolly”.

As Zephaniah speaks to us today, he tells us that we can have a holly, jolly everyday. Our joy in the Lord is not confined
to just one season of the year. We can, by His grace, know a joy that fills each and every moment of our lives. He promises:
I will turn their mourning into joy; I will comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow. (Jeremiah 31:13 - ESV) We have the
wonderful assurance of our God that He has kept His promise and has blessed us with the gift of His Son, the One who brings
us real and lasting joy. That is why Zephaniah tells us today: Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem!
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. Yes, this truly is the season to be jolly, for in that baby, born in Bethlehem, God
has come to be with His people and to save us from the enemies that rob us of our joy. When we trust in Him and His grace
for each day, then we do, indeed, have a holly, jolly everyday.

In our epistle lesson this morning, St. Paul told us: Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. (Philippians 4:4 -

ESV) This is the time of year for us to sing the songs and carols of joy - Joy to world, the Lord is come. (LSB 387)  Oh Come, all
ye faithful, joyful and triumphant. (LSB 379)  Let us all with gladsome voice, praise the God of heaven, who to make our hearts
rejoice, His own Son has given. (LSB 390)  We could list many more carols that people love to sing, carols that express the great
joy that seems to fill all things at this time of year. 

Yet the joy of the season eludes many people, because the realities of life cloud the true joy of Christmas in God’s gift of
His Son. We know that this world, so stained by sin, is not always a joyful place. It should not surprise us, then, that there are
those who are sad, even in the midst of this season. Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran Church in Airdrie is holding a Service of
the Longest Night on December 21st. This is a Christmas-themed service with a different mood or tone than regular Christmas
Eve services. It is geared to those who have experienced a loss this year, who are struggling with one thing or another, and who
generally aren’t in the kind of mood to belt out ‘Joy to the World’ on Christmas Eve. And how many fit into that category?
There are more than a few of our families who have said, “until we meet again” to a loved one this year. There are those
worried that this may be the last Christmas with a loved one. And what about all those people who are dealing with diseases
like cancer? It is hard to be joyful when the doctor tells you that they can’t cure the illness that plagues you. What about all
those who are unemployed?

We also know that while merchants find joy in the fact that they often make as much in sales during November and
December as they do the rest of the year, there are the many homeless and poor for whom this season is just another reminder
of what they don’t have. There are those who are lonely, because friends and family have forgotten them. For these people,
Christmas offers very little that can fill them with joy, especially since, in our society, Christmas has come to be nothing more
than a simple wish that your days may be merry and bright,.

When Zephaniah wrote the words of our text, he also must have felt that there was little reason to be joyful. Most of his
prophecy proclaims the judgement that awaits the godless and corrupt people of his day. Zephaniah saw the cruelty of rulers,
the dishonesty of merchants, the violence of neighbours, the complacency of the wealthy, the hypocrisy of the priests, the
witchcraft practised by the people. He saw the people of God living as if God were dead, and worshipping the false gods of the
world. In other words, he saw a world much like our world today, a world affected to its very core by sin, the sin that is all



around us and the sin which we ourselves commit. As he prophesied of the coming judgment, Zephaniah knew that there was
nothing in this world that could ever bring true and lasting joy to mankind. And yet he says to us: Sing aloud, O daughter of
Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! There is good reason for such great
joy, for as our text tells us: 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.

It is that assurance of all that the Lord has done for us that gives us every reason to have a holly, jolly...everyday! God’s
promises are like a flower, which blossoms and grows more beautiful as it opens. God assures us that He has taken away our
judgments. The people of Zephaniah's day had judgments against them. They had forsaken the God who had brought them out
of the land of Egypt. They turned from God to get caught up in the gods of the world and the ideas and beliefs of the world.
For this reason Zephaniah proclaimed the coming of God's punishment. Like those people, we too turn from following the Lord
to following our own way. We rebel against Him in every sinful word, or thought or act that we commit. We, too, are under
His judgment as Scripture makes abundantly clear: The soul who sins shall die. (Ezekiel 18:20 - ESV)

But now we hear God's love and mercy announce to us that He has taken away our judgment. In Jesus Christ, God comes
among us to take all our sin upon Himself. Isaiah reminds us: All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one
to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:6 - ESV) It is His death and resurrection that sets
us free and grants us forgiveness for our rebellion.

Christ has also turned away our enemies. God told Zephaniah: Behold, at that time I will deal with all your oppressors.
I like to talk in Confirmation class about the “ODE’s”–the old, defeated enemies of sin, death and the devil. The physical
enemies we have in this world may be able to destroy our bodies, but only these enemies can destroy both body and soul. They
are the enemies that we should fear. But in Christ, there is no need for fear. The book of Hebrews assures us: Since therefore
the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy
the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong
slavery. (Hebrews 2:14-15 - ESV) In Christ all the weapons which the devil uses against us–the fear of suffering and death, the fear
of sorrow and loneliness, the fear of the unknown–they are all destroyed. The devil himself is vanquished for those who trust
in Christ. That is why we can have a holly, jolly Christmas–and a holly, jolly everyday, as we live in the hope and victory that
are ours in Jesus Christ.

We have real joy because the Lord Himself is with us. Of course, God has always been with His people. He is omnipresent,
which means He is everywhere. Throughout all of human history, God has been with His people, answering when they call,
watching over them and helping them. Zephaniah reminded the people of Judah that God was present among them as a loving
father, as a merciful and forgiving God who had promised in His covenant that He would be their God, and they would be His
people. Then, a good six hundred years after Zephaniah's time, the Lord made His presence among His people in a visible,
physical way. In the birth of Jesus, God was made flesh and dwelt among us. One of the names of Christ is Emmanuel, which
means exactly what Zephaniah had foretold: God is with us. He is with us to save us, so that we need never fear any harm. He
came to redeem His people from their sins as He gave His life on the cross, and then rose again from the dead on the third day.
He came to be with us, so that through Him, we might be in His presence forevermore.

That same gracious Lord, who has ascended again into heaven is still with us. He is with us to help us in our need. He is
with us to comfort us through our tears or our pain. He is with us to forgive us our sins. He is with us so that we need never
be afraid. And it is this gracious presence of our God that brings unending joy. An English officer once told this story: “In
Belgium I met a converted Brahmin, whose confession of Christ had cost him everything. No sooner had he been baptized than
his possessions were taken from him, and his friends deserted him. ‘Are you able to bear your troubles?’ I asked him. ‘Many
ask me that,’ he answered, ‘but they never ask me whether I am able to bear my joys; for I enjoy a happiness in my heart since
I know that Christ has forgiven me that nobody has been able to take from me.’

Life may not always seem joyful. But in the worst of moments, we can gaze into the manger, and see the joy of that Saviour
born for us. We can look to the cross, and find the joy of knowing God’s forgiving love. We can look into the empty tomb,
and rejoice that the best is yet to come. Have a holly jolly Christmas–and in case you didn't hear: Oh by golly have a holly jolly
everyday, as you trust in the Lord throughout the year. Amen. 


