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JOY AND SORROW 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

(Most of this sermon comes from a sermon by David Schmitt) 

 

Zephaniah 3:14-20 

Israel's Joy and Restoration 

14 Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion;   shout, O Israel!  Rejoice and exult with all 

your heart,  O daughter of Jerusalem! 

15 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. 

16 On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem:  “Fear not, O Zion; let not your hands 

grow weak. 

17 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. 

18 I will gather those of you who mourn for the festival, so that you will no longer 

suffer reproach. 

19 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. 

20 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.
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Two students sat together in a class at the seminary. Both were second-career 

students, and their previous careers were as different from one another as they come. 

The first student used to work for Disney. His name was Walter. And he was a very 

creative person. As Walter studied the Bible, he could imagine the wonderful world of 

God’s grace, where people would be invited into the halls of God’s kingdom and 

would hear the walls resounding with joy.  

 

The second student used to be a homicide detective. His name was Rick. One day 

after class Rick showed a photo album for everyone to look at. It was not like any 

photo album they had ever seen. It wasn’t a family photo album full of pictures from 

some family vacation to some wonderful place like Disney World. Instead, it contained 

photos from murder scenes. It turned out that Rick used to teach a course on wound 

identification. These were pictures of bodies with the wounds he taught others to 

identify. The interaction between these two students presented a dilemma for the 

class. Whenever Walt filled their minds with the dreams God has for His people, Rick 

would bring them back to the reality of a world of suffering and death. The two began 

to be pitted against each other. Walt gave the class joy. Rick gave them sorrow. The 

class was starting to imagine that joy and sorrow are mutually exclusive. That joy is the 

absence of sorrow. As if we can’t celebrate Christmas until we get rid of all the sorrow 

in our lives.  

 

How many people in Newtown, Connecticut would agree with that this morning? In 

the aftermath of the massacre there on Friday, who would blame them for wanting to 

skip Christmas this year?  Then think of how many other people feel the same way. 

While the world celebrates Christmas, some people feel distanced from the 

celebration. The death of a family member, the diagnosis of cancer, the loss of a job, 

all are things nobody wants to hear about at a festive Christmas get-together. So, 

some people remain silent during this time of year. They suffer, but they suffer alone. 

They feel distanced also from what’s going on at church, as if their sorrow should not 

be seen, their voices not heard, because their sorrow makes them not belong in the 

midst of celebration. 
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For them and for all of us, when our grief is not so raw anymore, when we are able to 

listen to God, He would tell us that joy is not the absence of sorrow.  He would point us 

to Paul, who wrote: “Rejoice in the Lord always: again I will say, Rejoice.” (Philippians 

4:4) Where was Paul when he wrote these words? At a Christmas party? No, he was in 

prison. Prison would not be a place to talk about joy, IF joy were the absence of 

sorrow. But it’s not. Paul writing from a prison cell about rejoicing always is telling us 

there is a particular joy that exists in the midst of sorrow. It’s the joy that exists in the 

presence of the Lord who is with us in the midst of sorrow. 

 

The Lord would point us to John the Baptizer, who also was in prison. John sent 

messengers to Jesus to ask if He was the Messiah. Jesus sent the messengers back with 

a joyful prophecy from Isaiah (Isaiah 29:18-19, 35:5-6, 61:1-2)). “Tell John what you have 

seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the 

deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to 

them.” This would have been a cruel joke if joy were the absence of sorrow.  

 

But there is a joy that exists in the presence of the Lord who is with us in the midst of 

sorrow. Jesus told John that the Lord had indeed come into the world and was with 

people whatever their sorrow: blindness, lameness, deafness, grief, poverty, or 

imprisonment.  

 

The Lord would point us to these words from Zephaniah: “The Lord your God is in your 

midst. He will rejoice over you with gladness; He will quiet you with His love; He will exult 

over you with loud singing.” But those words contain no sorrow. Well, that’s only a small 

part of the book. Reading through the rest of Zephaniah is a lot like paging through 

Rick’s photo album. It’s full of dead bodies. Zephaniah is a vision of God’s judgment 

upon Israel for jeopardizing the plan of salvation with their idolatry. Zephaniah was 

given that vision, a vision fifty years into the future of the sweeping defeat of Israel and 

its neighbors by the Babylonians. The most horrifying part of this vision is when the Lord 

prepares a sacrifice. This time the victim sacrificed on the altar is not a bull. It is God’s 

own people. So, Zephaniah’s joy is not without sorrow. It is joy made possible only 

through that promise: “The Lord God is in your midst.”  
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Indeed, the Lord would be with His people as they lived in exile in Babylon. In fact, the 

Lord saved the worst wounds for Himself and suffered His own judgment. That was the 

plan of salvation, for Israel and for the whole world in order to save us from the 

judgment due for our sins. In that most horrifying vision of the sacrifice of His very own 

people, we get a glimpse of God in our midst, of God with us in the midst of our 

sorrow. For, ultimately, it is not His very own people He intends to sacrifice but His very 

own Son. Jesus is Israel reduced to one. He is that one body sacrificed on the altar, 

bearing the judgment of all sins. On the cross, Jesus is the presence of God in the midst 

of our sorrow.   

 

It was that presence of the Lord in the midst of sorrow that brought Paul joy and John 

the Baptizer and Zephaniah. But wait. Jesus had not yet gone to the cross in John’s 

lifetime, let alone Zephaniah’s. Well, that’s the mystery of the relationship between 

God and His Son and their plan of salvation that existed from eternity. It is the mystery 

of joy and sorrow joined for eternity in the relationship of God and His Son. The plan, 

being from eternity, that the Son would in joyful sorrow offer His life for you. That the 

Father would in sorrowful joy receive you on the arms of His dying Son. That when the 

Son would rise again and ascend into heaven His body would still bear those wounds 

by which He is identified. So Father and Son in joy and sorrow would be joined 

together for you.  

 

It is that presence of the Lord the Holy Spirit brings to you today through God’s Word, 

as He did for Zephaniah, John, and Paul. Thus they had joy in the presence of the Lord 

who was with them in the midst of their sorrow. As the Holy Spirit gathers us around 

God’s Word at our Christmas celebration or at any other time of the year, there are 

joys to celebrate: the birth of a child, a positive response to chemotherapy, a new job, 

an anniversary.  

 

There are sorrows to mourn: a severe illness, the loss of a loved one, a divorce. Joys 

and sorrows both are brought to the altar in prayer. But through the Word and the 

Lord’s Supper the Holy Spirit brings us the presence of the Lord, who because He has 

taken away the judgment against you He rejoices over you with gladness and quiets 

you with His love. This brings you God’s gift of joy.  
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Not joy in the absence of sorrow or joy created by acting or singing as if we’re not sad. 

But joy in the presence of Jesus who comes to you in the midst of your sorrow. And the 

joy that He brings, like the wounds He still carries, is a joy that endures into eternity.  

    

AMEN 


