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Grace Presbyterian Church                     December 12, 2021 

Zephaniah 3:14-20, Philippians 4:4-7, Luke 3:7-18  

Pastor Jonathan      Third Sunday in Advent 

 

“Joy” 

 

 A joyful heart is good medicine but a broken spirit dries up the bones. 

Proverbs 17: 22 

 

Confessions of a Human Being about to become a Grumpy Old Man.  

Part of what I’ve done for thirty to forty years now as a pastor and before 

that as a leader in the church has been to visit in long-term care facilities and 

assisted living situations of all kinds. Something like going to the hospital, 

or to a funeral home, it elicits all kinds of feelings. Even as a young man, I 

thought how tragic must it feel to lose everything you have gained in life and 

cram what is left into a smallish, sometimes shared, hospital size room. I 

was saddened by what I perceived at that time to be a mini storage unit for 

the dying, at least that was my reflection as a young man.  

 

Of course, as I visited, I found all kinds of people, young people with 

debilitating diseases, older people with cognitive and physical limitations. 

Loss of hearing for many I considered to be a blessing. But of course it was 

hard to have a meaningful visit without that ability. One woman who I 

visited in Vancouver had a particularly hard of hearing and her condition 

was augmented by a new electronic system, but I couldn’t get passed the 

introductions phase of my visit, where I tried to explain to her what my 

name was and who I was as a pastoral visitor. I said my name, but all she 

could hear was “Robin Hood.” Now perhaps it was the way I was dressed in 

a large black leather jacket, I don’t know. But after several attempts, when 

she caught herself calling me “Robin Hood,” a couple of times, we both had 

a good laugh. She had been a missionary in China in her younger years and 

she was already in her 90s in the ‘80s. She had a great sense of humour and 

a profound spiritual comfort and joy that sustained her. 

 

“Oh…tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy…” What I noted in the 

long-term care facilities in the six provinces in which we lived was that 

people often became more of what they had been inside in their earlier years. 

So if a person was slightly negative or critical as a young person, they were 

completely grumpy and despondent in the care facility. However, there were 

a few that had a deep comfort and joy unrelated to their illnesses and 
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difficulties in life. I came away comforted and joyful in spending time with 

them. Now there were plenty of others in the middle, neither miserable nor 

wonderful, don’t get me wrong, care facilities house all of us no matter 

where we categorize ourselves. But I made some mental notes, asking 

myself if I would become that grumpy old man that I just met with… 

I too have had many disappointments, the government, the church, the 

denomination, other pastors, other churches and Christian movements, my 

own family of origin, my spouse, my children, myself…of course all of 

these things relate to the inner Narrator who colours all of life in a certain 

way. Was I becoming that grumpy old man? And then I had a scarier 

thought: could I even stop myself from becoming that guy that I had just 

visited with, with whom not many wanted to visit. He was lonely. He was 

prickly and harder to be with than others. He too needs a Saviour, and a 

Friend. I prayed with him. I entrusted myself again to the Lord. I’ll let you 

decide what I have become. 

 

I’ve tried to keep my sense of humour. I believe the Lord’s sense of humour 

is much better than mine. He catches the ironies, the plays on words, the 

things that don’t quite line up in life better than I ever could. He whispers in 

my ears that I haven’t seen anything yet. There is so much more to come. 

Don’t give up when all you see here takes you into the house of mourning 

and losses, rather than the house of laughter. (Eccl. 7:2-4) Give up on what 

you can’t keep to gain what you can’t lose. I often hear Jesus saying, “Stick 

with me, you’ll be okay.” Sometimes I see and hear things that I find 

exceptionally funny that others do not. I hope that’s okay.  

 

Joy is more than your sense of humour. Joy is more than how happy you are. 

Happiness goes up and down like the wind. Joy is that sense that God has 

your future. It’s going to be okay. If God is for you, who or what can be 

against you? (Romans 8) 

 

But how do you get from where you are to “…the joy of the Lord is your 

strength…” (Nehemiah 8: 10)? Pastor, read my face… 

 

If you’ve ever tried to make yourself joyful, you know how that tends to end 

up…often becoming more frustrated, more despondent, more “down.” 

Similarly, when we hear Paul teaching in Philippians 4, “Don’t worry about 

anything…” we wonder how do you do that? Or many of us hear the chorus 

of the reggae song, “Don’t worry…be happy.” That may work in Jamaica, 
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but it’s not working here. So what can we do? Am I condemned to be 

grumpy? 

 

Paul does more than just say, “Don’t worry…” He teaches in Philippians 4:6 

that when we begin to sense the anxiety rise, and worries take over our 

thinking; at that point, turn to the Lord. Pray. First, talk to God about how 

you are feeling. Own what is actually going on inside you, before God. That 

is called “petition” or “supplication,” where we pray for or about ourselves. 

Second, instead of going as negative as you can go, even catastrophizing, 

that is, imagining the worst possible outcome of relationships or events; 

instead of going there, restart your thanksgiving list. Third, after you have 

completed your thanksgiving list, once again present your requests to God. 

This is Paul’s teaching to help us get out of the downward spirals of our 

carnal thinking and feeling toward the upward spirals of God’s Holy Spirit 

interceding for us in the worst of times, in the best of times, and everything 

in between. In fact, if you do these three things: talking to God in such a way 

to own what you are feeling, turning away from negative/critical thinking to 

gratitude and thanksgiving, and re-presenting our desires/requests to the 

Lord after thanksgiving, it is there that the “peace that passes all 

understanding guards our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 4:7) 

 

I think this is how we rejoice in the Lord, the command Paul issues twice in 

Philippians 4:4. Bring a joyful spirit to the Lord. So how do you do this 

when you are grumpy? The Bible has a consistent and practical message for 

all of us who deal with our negativity, our grumpiness and our broken hearts 

and broken spirits. 

 

God says, “Sing.” Yes, sing. Don’t get stuck on whether you consider 

yourself a good singer or musical. Remember the Scripture says: “Make a 

joyful noise unto the LORD…” (Ps. 100 KJV, NIV) Did you notice that 

“sing” is the first word in Zephaniah 3:14? Zephaniah says we sing because 

the Lord has taken away your punishment, turned back your enemy, you will 

never fear harm again, the LORD your God is with you, mighty to save… 

“Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say rejoice…” And there are way 

more passages than just Zephaniah…Psalm 100 “Shout for joy to the LORD, 

all the earth. Worship the LORD with gladness; come before him with joyful 

songs. Know that the LORD is God…He made us, we are his, we are his 

people, the sheep of his pasture…” Isaiah 12: “Surely God is my salvation; I 

will trust and not be afraid. The LORD, the LORD, is my strength and my 

song; he has become my salvation. Isaiah is full of singing… “You shall go 
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out with joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills will break 

forth in singing, and the trees of the field will clap their hands…” We are not 

just singing the trees and the hills are singing too… and did you notice it is 

not just us who are singing, but the LORD sings too: 

 The LORD your God is with you,  

He is mighty to save.  

He will take great delight in you,  

He will quiet you with his love, 

He will rejoice over you with singing. 

(Zephaniah 3:17) 

 

I’m not sure how you imagine God, what He looks like, what He sounds 

like, how you feel in His presence. In the midst of all the ways you imagine 

the LORD being with you, I encourage you to imagine the words of the last 

phrase of Zephaniah 3:17: “God rejoicing over you with singing” (NIV) “He 

will rejoice over you with joyful songs.” (NLT) I encourage you to imagine 

the Lord singing over you in a genre of music you love, I’m sure God knows 

all the genres: country and opera, jazz and rock, classical and popular, to 

name a few. Hear the lyrics of love and affirmation. Hear the power of the 

music, because it’s all true and truly you. Experience the joy of God singing 

over you. 

 

Isaiah 40:27ff. “Why do you say O Jacob and complain, O Israel: ‘My way 

is hidden from the LORD. You say the justice due me is not noticed by your 

God…do you not know, have you not heard, do you not know? The LORD 

is the everlasting God, the LORD, the Creator of the earth, He does not grow 

weary, He does not grow tired, His understanding is inscrutable. And…They 

that wait upon the Lord, shall renew, renew their strength, they that wait 

upon the Lord, shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings 

like eagles, they that wait upon the LORD, they shall run and not grow 

weary, wait upon the LORD. They shall mount up with wings like eagles, 

they that wait upon the LORD, they shall run and not grow weary, wait upon 

the LORD. 

 

The Lord’s song over you will be much better than me singing Scripture 

over you. But I wanted to give some sense of what it might be like. And I 

wanted to say that the Bible teaches us to sing praises to God to experience 

the joy of the LORD. Our musical worship is an integral part of what we do 

Sunday by Sunday and I hope it is a part of your daily devotion, at least 

sometime during the week. Don’t hold back the praise, the carols, the 
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Scripture in song, as this will enhance your experience of joy, and set you in 

right relationship with your God. And don’t tell yourself you don’t know any 

worship songs…e.g. 

 

“O come let us adore Him, O come let us adore Him, O come let us adore 

Him, Christ the LORD.” 

 

Let us pray. 

 


