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Sermon for December 12, 2021—“Rejoice!” 
Third Sunday of Advent, Year C—Texts: Zeph. 3:14-20; Phil. 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-20 

The Third Sunday of Advent is traditionally known as Gaudete Sunday. “Gaudete” is a 

Latin word that means “rejoice.” We know that Advent is a season of waiting, and today 

we are called to be joyful, as we await the coming of Jesus Christ. 

Isaiah, a prophet we’ll hear more from as we draw closer to Christmas, reminds us of the 

ways God has delivered us, is delivering us, and will deliver us. He invites us to shout 

aloud, and sing for joy because we shall, “…draw water from the wells of salvation.”  

 God, through Zephaniah, as we heard in our first reading, offers us glimpses of a hopeful 

future, and calls us to, “…rejoice and exult with all our heart, with rejoicing from the 

springs of salvation.” And Paul, he strongly urges us to, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again 

I will say, rejoice.” 

Now, I don’t think I need to remind you that we’ve been experiencing tough times these 

last few years. With everything that COVID, and its variants, has put us through, all the 

changes it’s forced us to make, mostly on the fly, all that it’s taken from us; all the suffering, 

loss, uncertainty; all the damage done to an already battered and broken world—how can 

we hear these words and be joyful? Kind of hard wouldn’t you say? Certainly, but I would 

also say that I think it depends on how you define joy.  

You see, in our minds, we tend to equate joy with happiness. But happiness is often 

connected with what is happening to us and around us. That is to say, happiness is largely 

dependent on our situation, our circumstances. For that reason, unfortunately, happiness 

doesn’t last. It usually lasts for just a season. It’s fleeting. Temporary.  

When we’re discouraged and afraid, rejoicing in the Lord can be a hard sell. But the truth 

is, that joy is not dependent on happy situations or circumstances. Poet and author David 

Whyte writes, “To feel a full and untrammeled joy is to have become fully generous; to 

allow ourselves to be joyful is to have walked through the doorway of fear.” And joy—

unlike happiness—lasts no matter what the challenges. 

Knowing this, the prophets looked forward to the day of the Lord’s coming. Even 

Zephaniah who’s been called one of the more despondent of the prophets, a contemporary 

of Jeremiah, gave God the last word for joy. Joy over the Lord’s presence. Joy over renewal 

and restoration. Joy over coming home.  

While Isaiah also speaks of doom and gloom in a time of exile, he too looks forward to the 

Lord’s coming, as a time for shouting joyfully: “Surely God is my salvation.” Isaiah looks 

forward to the Lord’s coming. He saw it as a day when the people would drink their fill of 

salvation, like someone drawing fresh water from a well; certainly a day of great rejoicing. 

As for the apostle Paul, he was under house arrest when he wrote the words we heard this 

morning from his letter to the Philippians. Despite his circumstances, Paul could still say, 

“Rejoice!” One might wonder what he had to rejoice about in that situation. Well, Paul 

rejoiced, because he looked forward to the Lord’s coming. But he also rejoiced because he 

knew that the Lord is always near.  
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Paul experienced the Lord’s constant presence in his imprisonment. And that was the 

source of his joy—that is, why he could say, “Rejoice!” Paul carried the joy of Advent with 

him  wherever he went, eventually even in a Roman jail, such was the nature of his faith 

as he awaited the return of his Lord. How about us?  

Advent means “coming.” But isn’t just a season for waiting. It’s also a time of preparation, 

a time of looking for the coming of the Lord, for the fulfillment of God’s promised 

restoration; for the peace that overcomes all violence, and for that perfect love that casts 

out fear. Which brings us, once again, to John the Baptist 

In our Gospel reading today, which overlaps our gospel reading last week, John the Baptist 

was sent to prepare the way for Jesus. He was sent into difficult, challenging, complicated 

time; not unlike the times we’ve been experiencing for nearly two years—though it might 

be even longer than that for some. 

As we heard, John’s message was simple, and not all that different from that of the Old 

Testament prophets: Repent. Turn your lives around. Turn back to God. John, in his 

inimitable way, preached a particular kind of repentance. 

Questioning their motives, John calls the people, those who braved the wilderness, 

“snakes.” “You brood of vipers!” he shouts at them. “Who warned you to flee from the 

wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance!” What John is saying it that repentance 

wasn’t simply about an internal change, that is—in one’s heart or one’s mind—it’s about 

an external change as well, one that was a result of the change within. 

Yet, they do not turn and run. Instead, they listen. Do not, he tells them, rely on your 

ancestry, your tradition, or your history. This is about you preparing yourselves for the One 

who is to come. One more powerful than John. When John finished they asked, “What 

should we do?” 

John doesn’t ask them to change the world, but rather to change themselves.  He doesn’t 

tell them to leave everything behind, and follow him, or to join him in starting a revolution. 

Well, certainly not as such. No. Instead—John tells them to share what they have with the 

cold and hungry. He told the tax collectors to be honest and fair. He cautioned soldiers to 

act with integrity, to avoid abusing their power.  

He tells them to return to their homes, their lives, to their families and friends, their 

neighbors, their work. Go back into the world, and live your lives as fully, as deeply, and 

as generously as you can. Now. Do it now. Do what the Lord requires of you. Now. To act 

justly—now! To love mercy—now! To walk humbly with God—now! To be generous—

now!  

What does this all mean for us? In this Advent season are we seeking the answers to the 

question: “What should we do?” As we wait; as we look forward to the coming of the 

Messiah, are we engaging in the kind of deep self-reflection that leads to action; to bearing 

fruits worthy of repentance? Or have we fallen into complacency? Are we moving toward 

genuine repentance? Or are we turning away? Are we making room in our hearts for his 

return, even as we are called to make a path for him in our world? 

It may well seem that focusing our attention on the waiting for what is coming, but is—as 

yet—not here, might be futile, a waste of time, a cause for discouragement rather than joy.  



3 
 

But perhaps, and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing, perhaps it is that very act of 

watching, and waiting, keeping awake and alert for the return of our Savior that can inspire 

great joy.  

Luke called John’s exhortation “good news,” and it is—especially if we accept the fact that 

we are unworthy of the gift of God’s saving grace. But nothing, no one, is beyond God’s 

redeeming. Knowing and accepting this can—and perhaps should—be reason enough for 

rejoicing, and motivation enough for repentance. It isn’t easy. John knew this. And the 

urgency in his message is not something we can ignore. 

As a baby, John leapt in his mother Elizabeth’s womb at the presence of Jesus in the womb 

of his mother, Mary. It was John’s great joy to always be pointing to Jesus. Today, it is our 

great joy to await Jesus’ presence once more in our world.  It is our great joy to say, “Come 

Lord Jesus!” 

Amen and amen. 


