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To end the war in the Pacific, America dropped the bomb, the atomic bomb on Japan.  In August 1945, two of these bombs were dropped on Japanese cities, one at Hiroshima and the other on Nagasaki. The Japanese seeing the massive destruction brought about by these terrible weapons signed the peace treaty and the war was over, finally it was all over.

But post war, money came into Japan to rebuild. The Allies had learnt the lessons of WW1. In WW1, Germany, the loser had to pay reparations for decades after. Money flowed out of the country and people got madder and madder. In this soil, the seeds of Nazi Germany began to grow and so most historians see that WW2 was a direct result of the failure to bring about peace after WW1. So after WW2 the Allies didn’t impose war reparations on Japan. Instead they tried to turn an enemy into a friend. And Japan has been a good friend to the Allies ever since.

You see in post war Japan there was hope amidst the devastation. Yes, they had been defeated, knocked down and almost destroyed but there was a chance at a new beginning. The past did not have to hold them back. And they took the chance to become one of the most stable, prosperous and successful of all Western nations.

Here in Zephaniah 3, God is offering up a similar hope to his people. Yes the day of the Lord has devastated the people of Israel. It has completely and utterly destroyed the nations to the north, south, east and west. But when it comes to God, judgement is not the final word. No matter how depressing the message of judgment strikes us, it is never the final word of God to God's people. Even the judgments themselves offer some hope. And here in the midst of the terrible wrath of God, the book ends on a note of future hope, of reconciliation and of ultimate blessing. God will come back and gather his people.

1. Gathering People. And what a gathering it is. Look with me at v 9 “Then I will purify the lips of the peoples that all of them may call on the name of the Lord. And serve him shoulder to shoulder.” When you look at the day of the Lord from one perspective it is judgmental, it is giving people the justice they deserve. But from another perspective it is a refining process. Just as the metal worker gets rid of the dross in the fire, so God will get rid of the sin and the apathy and the rebellion through his just judgement on the day of the Lord.
Now the lips of the people, not just God’s people, but all the peoples will be purified. Now all the people will call on the name of the Lord. Now they will stand side by side, human beings from every tongue and colour lining up as one facing the Lord.

But it goes on, “From beyond the rivers of Cush, my worshippers, my scattered people will bring me offerings”. Judgement might have scattered his people but now there is a coming together. Judgement might have devastated his people but now whatever they have they want to give back to God. Before they had turned their backs to God and his ways, now they face their God and they bow their knee. Their wrongs have been removed. Their pride has been stripped and there they are meek and humble, trusting fully in the name of the Lord.

Friends, doesn’t that give you hope for the future? You know we see in our politicians, in our leaders, in our fellow Australians an arrogance don’t we? We see a self satisfaction? We see a pride that says I don’t need God! I’m going to do things my way! And it’s not just out there that I see that sort of attitude. I see it in myself as well. 

I struggle in prayer because prayer is about handing things over to God and I want to be in control of my own destiny. And the moment I hand them over to God in prayer I take them back straight away! I don’t want God telling me what to do, so I read the Scriptures and I read them thinking about what God will do for me rather than what God wants to do in me. Or I read them and see the application for everyone else but not anything that I should do. And when I make my offerings to God I’m not generous and cheerful in what I give to him, I give him what I have to or what I can spare. He gives me His all. He gives me life and hope. He gives me his son and I give him a few spare coins and my leftover devotion. 

But now God will change people like me. He has continually given me his best and now I will want to worship him, I will want to give him my valuable offerings. I will be changed, because God’s judgements have purified me. And he will have purified us all. We are not locked into the character that we currently possess. God can change us and will change us. On the last day the book of Revelation says there will be people from every tribe, language and culture and they will be wearing pure, white robes. They will have been perfected by the judgements of God. A gathered people, giving praise to their great, great God.

 And friends God will change us in an instant on the final day of the Lord. But in the meantime, he sends us his Holy Spirit so that day by day he changes us and makes us more like his son Jesus. He sends us good times and bad, joy and pain, blessings and suffering and each of these things have come to humble us and to help us grow in our trust in Him. 

The paraplegic Joni Eareckson, once wrote these words, “Don’t you see – when we meet him face to face, our suffering will have given us at least a tiny taste of what He went through to purchase our redemption? We will appreciate Him so much more. And our loyalty in those sufferings will give us something to offer Him in return. For what proof could we bring of our love and faithfulness if this life had left us totally unscarred? What shame would we feel if our Christianity had cost us nothing? Suffering prepares us to meet God.”
2. Giving Praise (verses 14-17) And when we meet with God, we will be a gathered people giving him the praise that he deserves. Look at the words sung from v 14, “Sing O Daughter of Zion; shout aloud O Israel! Be glad & rejoice with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem.”
Don’t you see the passion behind those words? Don’t you feel the emotion and joy? God has saved us from destruction. God has given us another chance. Yes God has shown in chapters 1 and 2 that he is holy, just and righteous but here he is also showing us his grace and his love and his forgiveness! Shouldn’t our heart skip a beat over that? Shouldn’t that make us sing and shout and be glad? Don’t you want to make sure the whole world knows what God has done for you and for me?

You read the Psalms and you hear the Israelites in worship using harps, and cymbals and drums and trumpets. They go all out. They are not going to worship God with half measures. Is that how we have done things this evening? Have we brought that sort of joy and thankfulness with us when we came to Church tonight?

“O Stephen, we don’t want to get too Pentecostal! We are Scots or English or Irish backgrounded people. We Australians don’t go in for all that sort of carry on”! Don’t we? Go to an English Premier League game. Head off to St Andrews and see a game of golf and how the crowd reacts. Go to the theme parks on the Gold Coast, head to a wedding reception for your family, be in the crowd when the President of the Olympic Committee utters those immortal words, Sid-er-ney! We know how to celebrate. We are passionate about some things. But where has that sort of passion for God gone? Where is the flame inside of us?
The Lord has taken away your punishment – Yippee!

He has turned back your enemy – praise the Lord!

The Lord the king of Israel is with you – fantastic

Never again will you fear any harm. You beauty!

“The Lord is 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”. Do you see how God is reacting? Do you see his passion for you and your salvation?  Don’t you see the Father picking up his skirt and running toward the prodigal son and throwing a party and telling the whole world that his son has come home? Do you see that? That is the sort of response that Zephaniah is calling us to have! Because that is what God is like!
Why are you and I to give that sort of praise to God? Look again at Zephaniah 3:17, what some people have described as the John 3:16 of the Old Testament. The Lord your God is with you! Praise him because of his presence! He doesn’t want you to be on your own. He made you and hasn’t left you to your own devices. He has taken away your sin by sending his son Jesus to die on the cross for you. And because there is now no sin in his people he can be with us. In the Old Testament God was in the temple and in the tabernacle, a symbol of his physical presence among his people. Now he lives in us through his Spirit. Yippee, be glad for his presence amongst us.
But it is not just his presence but his power, he is mighty to save. God can do something about the world and about our world. God’s hands are not tied. God does not have to do what we tell him to do. He can reach into hell and bring his son back from the dead. He can do miracles in our midst. He is God, nothing is impossible with Him. Praise the Lord!

Presence, power and pleasure. Do you see how he takes great delight in you? Do you understand how much he loves you? The whole of the history of the world is about God gathering a people together despite their rebellion and sin. The American pastor and author, John Piper puts it this way, “We must banish from our minds forever any thought that God admits us begrudgingly into his Kingdom, as though Christ found a loophole in the law, did some fancy plea-bargaining and squeaked us by the Judge. No way! God himself, the Judge, put Christ forward as our substitutionary sacrifice, and when we trust him God welcomes us with bells on. He puts a ring on our finger, kills the fatted calf, throws a party, shouts a shout that shakes the ends of creation and leads in the festal dance.”

His presence, power, pleasure and peace – “he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing”. The picture here is of God as a parent, settling a distressed baby. Singing to them. Talking to them. Rocking them to sleep. When we had our first child Samuel, I spent hours walking with him in my arms, singing Jesus love me to him. That’s the picture that we have here concerning you and God. And it is a wonderful, wonderful picture. And the only response that is appropriate for us to well up in joy and thankfulness.
Is that your response today? Is that why you came to Church tonight? Because you have to sing God’s praises. You want to come and pray to Him. You desire to hear his word spoken to you again. God has changed your life and so one of the ways you respond to those changes is to come and worship him with joy?

The Jewish writer, Chaim Potok, captures this atmosphere of joy in describing his upbringing  “The little synagogue was crowded and tumultuous with joy. I remember the white-bearded Torah reader dancing with one of those heavy scrolls as if he had miraculously shed his years. My father and uncle danced for what seemed to me an interminable length of time, circling about one another with their Torah scrolls, advancing upon one another, backing off, singing… The noise inside the synagogue poured out into the night, an undulating, swelling and receding and thinning and growing sound. The joy of dancing with the Torah, holding it close to you, the words of God to Moses at Sinai. And I wondered if Gentiles ever danced with their Bible?” Do you get his point? Where is our joy? In Zephaniah 3, there is a gathering of God’s people and giving of praise and then lastly a going home.
3. Going Home (verses 18-20) Verse 18, “The sorrow for the appointed feats I will remove from you, they are a burden and a reproach to you.” All sorrow is now removed. Our burdens, physical, emotional and spiritual have all been destroyed. Verse 19 “At that time I will deal with all who oppressed you. I will rescue the lame and gather those who have been scattered. I will give them praise and honour in every land where they were put to shame.” Now oppression is past history. Now the disabled are properly cared for. Now there is no shame or disgrace on any of God’s people.
And the final verse of a letter filled with judgement but ending with hope? “At that time I will gather you, I will bring you home. I will give you honour & praise among all the peoples of the earth. When I restore your fortunes before your very eyes.” God is bringing us home. 

Home that place where we belong, where we are accepted as we are. Home, where we can smell the aromas of the kitchen, where we can gather around the wood fire, where we can swim in the pool out the back and hear the sounds of happy people all around. Home, where you have that nice shower, that comfortable bed, that feeling of being in the right place at the right time. That is where God is taking his people, home. His home, our home. 

What a way to end the book? Why have we neglected such a message and forgotten about it? Yes we had to dig a bit. Sure we heard about destruction and punishment. But this gives us a hope to deal with the difficulties of life. This shows us that God has a plan and a purpose. This reminds us that nothing, nothing can separate us from the love of God.

Listen again to Joni Eareckson, the paraplegic. “How does this get us ready? It makes us want to go there. Broken necks, broken arms, broken homes, broken hearts – these things crush our illusions that earth can ‘keep its promises’ When we come to know that the hopes we cherished will never come truth, that our dead loved one is gone from this life forever, that we will never be as pretty, popular, successful, or famous as we had once imagined, it lifts our sights. It moves our eyes from this world, which God says could never satisfy us anyway and sets them on the life to come. Heaven becomes our passion”. 

Friends is heaven your passion? Is praising God your passion? Are you looking forward to going home? And doesn’t that put everything you do today into its proper perspective? I hope it does. Because there is hope in the midst of pain, blessing in the midst of suffering. The God who sends us justice is also rich in grace and mercy. 
Pastor David Peterson tells about a time when he was preparing his sermon. His little daughter came in and said, “Daddy, can we play?” He answered, “I’m awfully sorry, Sweetheart, but I’m right in the middle of preparing this sermon. In about an hour I can play.” She said, “Okay, when you’re finished, Daddy, I am going to give you a great big hug.”

He said, “Thank you very much.” She went to the door and then, says Peterson, “she did a U-turn and came back and gave me a chiropractic, bone-breaking hug.” Peterson said to her, “Darling, you said you were going to give me a hug after I finished.”

She answered, “Daddy, I just wanted you to know what you have to look forward to!”
Friends do you know what you have to look forward? A gathered people giving praise and going home. Now live in the light of that wonderful, wonderful truth! Live your life with a passion that shows that itself in everything you do.
