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ZEPHANIAH 3:14 ¶ 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.
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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.
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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.” (Zep 3:14-20 ESV)
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Philippians 4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always;
again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your
reasonableness be known to everyone. The
Lord is at hand; 6 do not be anxious about
anything, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your
requests be made known to God. 7 And the
peace of God, which surpasses all
understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.
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8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is
honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if
there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy
of praise, think about these things. 9 What you
have learned and received and heard and seen in
me—practice these things, and the God of peace
will be with you.” (Php 4:4-9 ESV)
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THESE ARE THE WORDS OF THE LIVING GOD
THANK YOU GOD FOR TEACHING US HOW TO
THINK AND LIVE!
AMEN
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As we look back and think about the incarnation of Jesus Christ, God with us as a
human being, we are going to focus today on being thankful, of showing gratitude. As
we begin the sermon, I would like to share with you a story which happened not so
long ago to a Christian man who was imprisoned in Russia in the 1970s early 80s. That
is not long ago.
His way of thinking and living was certainly one of gratitude towards our amazing God.
Part of this real story happened during the presidency of Jimmy Carter who was the
39th President of the United States. He served from 1977 to 1981.
His counterpart n the USSR, Brezhnev was the leader of the Soviet Union. He assumed
the presidency of the USSR in 1977. He became the most powerful Soviet leader since
Stalin (google search)

The Christians, under his leadership, experienced a very difficult time living as followers
of Jesus Christ.
I would like to briefly tell you the story of Dmitri, a pastor who was sent to prison for

17 years.
This is the story that he told to Nik Ripken, author of the book “THE INSANITY OF GOD”
This pastor was born and raised in a believing family. During his childhood, his parents
brought him to church as a child.
During the decades that followed, as he became a grown man, married with a family,
most of the churches and places of worship were destroyed. Many pastors were either
imprisoned or killed. Because of this destruction, and because they had a three-day
walk to attend church, they could only attend once a year.
“One day, as pastor Dmitri says it, ‘I said to my wife: you’ll probably think that I am
insane… I know that I have no religious training whatsoever, but I am concerned that
our sons are growing up without learning about Jesus. This may sound like a crazy
idea… But what would you think if just one night a week we gathered the boys
together so I could read them a Bible story and try to give them a little of the training
they are missing because we no longer have a real church.’ (Page 152 idem)
Little did he know that his wife had been praying for years that he would do something
like this. He read the Scriptures to them and did his best to explain the meaning of what
he read.
As they went over these Bible stories, his sons began to help him with the task.
Eventually, the boys and their mother were telling one another stories from the Bible.
The children really enjoyed this time together worshiping God.
After a while, the children began to ask if they could sing songs as they would have
sung had they been able to attend regular church worship services. He and his wife
began to teach the children basic worship songs/hymns of the faith.
So the family was not only reading Scripture, they were also singing and praying
together.
Where they lived, houses were close together. The neighbours heard the family sing
songs and hymns of praise. They asked if they could come and join in the singing as well
as to listen to Bible stories.
Dmitri try to dissuade them because he told them he was not a trained pastor. This did
not dissuade them from wanting to assemble. They then began a small group gathering
discussing Bible stories, singing together and praying.

This little group grew to 25 people and the authorities, hostile to Christian gatherings,
began to take notice. He was told and accused of having begun an illegal church.
He tried to tell them that it was not a church because he was not a pastor and did not
have a building. All they were doing was talking about the Bible, singing, praying and
sometimes sharing their money they had to help out some poor neighbours.
The authorities told him that it did not matter when he told them about not being a
church. If he didn’t stop, bad things were going to happen.

The group grew to 50 people. Consequently, Dmitri was fired from his factory job. His
wife lost her teaching position. Their boys were expelled from school. And then he
added ‘little things like that’ (idem page 153)
The group continued to grow. It grew to 75. There was not enough room for people to
sit. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the home. They also pressed close to the
windows of his house so they could listen to this man as he led the people in worship.
During one of their assemblies, the authorities barged in the meeting. They told him to
stop this nonsense. They took him by the shirt, slapped him across the face and
slammed him against the wall.
At that time, an elderly lady, a grandmother, risked her life and told the offending
officer, ‘You have laid hands on a man of God and you will not survive!’ (Idem
page 154). This was on a Tuesday night. On Thursday, two days later, this officer died of
a heart attack.
The next day, 150 people showed up for worship services. The Russian authorities could
not stand by and let this happened. He was jailed for 17 years.
He was a man who refused to let go of Jesus. The years that followed were difficult. His
wife was left alone to raise the boys. They experienced great hardship.
It is to be noticed that at that time, the Russian orthodox church colluded with the
government and supported this type of action.
He was sent to a prison about a thousand kilometres away. He was the only believer in
the midst of 1500 hardened criminals.
He was confined to a very small jail cell. It was so tiny that when he got out of bed, it
was just one step to the door and one step to the foul toilet sitting in the corner.

In describing his ordeal, he said that being isolated from the body of believers was
more difficult than the torture he sustained.
Tortured he was; he did not break.
He had learned two very important disciplines from his father, disciplines which helped
him live through this ordeal.
Every morning when he woke, he would stand at attention by his bed, he would face
the East and then he would raise his arms to praise God. He would then sing what he
called a HeartSong! To sing the way he did in the situation that he was certainly was a
reflection on his thinking and his attitude of gratitude!
The reaction of the other prisoners was to be expected. They mocked him. They
laughed at him. They cursed him. They threw food at him and sometimes human waste
to try to get him to be quiet.
Another thing that he did was every time he found a piece of paper, he would take it to
his cell and write down as much of Scripture as he remembered. He would also write
scriptural stories and words from songs he remembered. Once the scrap of paper was
filled, he would walk to the corner of his jail cell and stick the paper as high as he could
as an offering of praise to God.
When the guards would come to his jail cell and see pieces of paper, they would take
them down, take the time to read them and then beat him and threaten him with
death.
This went on for year after years.
They used also emotional and psychological torture. At one point, they told him that
his wife had been murdered and that his children had been taken under the authority
of the state.
After much cruelty year after year, Dmitri admitted defeat. He told them that if they
brought him a piece of paper to sign that he would deny the faith. He would then be
free to go.
‘That very night he sat on his jail cell bed. He was in deep despair, grieving the fact
that he had given up. At that moment, a thousand kilometres away his family—
Dmitri’s wife, his children who were growing up without him, and his brother—
sensed through the Holy Spirit the despair of this man in prison. His loved one
gathered around the very place where I was sitting as Dmitri told me his story. They

knelt in the circle and began to pray out loud for him. Miraculously, the Holy Spirit of
the living God allowed Dmitri to hear the voices of his loved ones as they prayed.
(Idem page 157)
The next day, with new found strength, when the guards arrived, he stood tall, looked
them in the eye and told them that he was not signing anything.
The guards could not believe it. He asked Dmitri what happened that he changed his
mind. He told them what he heard through the Holy Spirit that his wife was alive and
physically well and that the children with her. He told them plainly they had lied to him.
They tried to break him again but he stood firm.
One day, as he related his story to Nik Ripken, he said that he had received a special gift
from God. There in the prison yard was a full piece of paper with a pencil beside it!
He went back to the prison cell. He filled both sides of the paper as he had done before.
He again offered it to Jesus as he had done before by sticking it on that wet concrete
pillar.
The jailer saw what he had done. Again he was beaten and punished and this time
threatened with execution.
As he was dragged into the corridor to the middle of the prison, the strangest thing
happened. Before stepping into the place of execution, “1500 hardened criminals
stood at attention by their beds. They faced the East and he began to sing. Dmitri told
me that it sounded to him like the greatest choir in all of human history. 1500
criminal raised their arms and began to sing the HeartSong that they had heard
Dmitri sing to Jesus every morning for all those years.
Dmitri’s jailer instantly release their hold on his arm and stepped away from him in
terror.
One of them demanded to know, “who are you?” Dmitri straightened his back and
stood us as tall and as proud as he could.
He responded: I am a son of the living God, and Jesus is his name!” The guards return
him to his cell. Sometimes later Dmitri was released and returned to his family” (idem
page 158)
The author of this book, Nik Ripken, had lived in Somaliland where he had seen a
handful of Christians be killed. In Somaliland in the 1990s, there were very few
Christians because of the evil existing in that country at that time.

The author of this book visited various countries to find out if the faith of Jesus could
survive in oppressive environment.
The following is what he wrote, “I had come to Russia looking for answers—
wondering if faith could survive and even grow in the world’s most hostile
environments. Dmitri became one of my first guides on my journey. I began to sense
that this journey was not about developing discipleship materials, but about walking
with Jesus in hard places. I felt drawn to this life that Dmitri had lived: knowing Jesus,
loving Jesus, following Jesus, living with Jesus” (idem page 159-160)
The apostle Paul, who said, “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” (1Co 11:1 ESV), was
also imprisoned. The following is what he told the Philippians while he was also jailed.

PAUL’S IMPRISONMENT

From
https://www.esv.
org/resources/es
v-global-studybible/articleback-maps/
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At the time that Paul wrote to the Philippians, he was in prison. The letter was
probably written in 62 AD a few years before his execution. Paul had visited this church
for the first time about 10 years before.
This church had a very humble beginning. Because there were not enough men to have
a synagogue, Paul first met Lydia, a rich merchant selling purple. Lydia and others met
with a group for prayer and worship.
While Paul was in prison, we also know that a jailer and his family were converted.
The church at Philippi was a very dedicated and fervent church. They supported Paul
financially in various occasions when other churches would not. For example, they
helped the church in Jerusalem who was experiencing a severe famine. We read in the
Bible that they first gave themselves to God and then to the apostles. They gave
generously out of their poverty.
The church in Philippi was a persecuted church. Although it was a solid church and
attached to Jesus, there were still some in the church who preached Christ out of envy
and rivalry. In fact, they did it out selfish ambition. They were trying to afflict and

cause trouble for Paul during his imprisonment.
Just like today, not everybody is nice and has pure intentions.
Although the church was spiritually strong, there were a few conflicts between very
faithful members in the congregation but overall, Paul loved this congregation and he
validates their strengths. Praying for them was bringing good and warm memories for
him. He was appreciative and thankful for them.

• “4 REJOICE IN THE LORD ALWAYS; AGAIN I WILL SAY,
REJOICE. 5 LET YOUR REASONABLENESS BE KNOWN TO
EVERYONE. THE LORD IS AT HAND; 6 DO NOT BE ANXIOUS
ABOUT ANYTHING, BUT IN EVERYTHING BY PRAYER AND

SUPPLICATION WITH THANKSGIVING LET YOUR REQUESTS BE
MADE KNOWN TO GOD. 7 AND THE PEACE OF GOD, WHICH
SURPASSES ALL UNDERSTANDING, WILL GUARD YOUR
HEARTS AND YOUR MINDS IN CHRIST JESUS. 8 FINALLY,
BROTHERS, WHATEVER IS TRUE, WHATEVER IS HONORABLE,
WHATEVER IS JUST, WHATEVER IS PURE, WHATEVER IS
LOVELY, WHATEVER IS COMMENDABLE, IF THERE IS ANY
EXCELLENCE, IF THERE IS ANYTHING WORTHY OF PRAISE,
THINK ABOUT THESE THINGS. 9 WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED
AND RECEIVED AND HEARD AND SEEN IN ME—PRACTICE
THESE THINGS, AND THE GOD OF PEACE WILL BE WITH YOU.”
(PHP 4:4-9 ESV)
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There are many statements in these verses. Paul writes these verses after having
encouraged and commended the Philippians. He also wrote to them about being
faithful to Jesus in a hostile environment.
Paul wrote to them to rejoice in the Lord. He didn’t tell them to rejoice because they
were persecuted but to rejoice because they were united to our Lord. He could write
this because this was Paul’s attitude in life. Paul wrote the following, “‘Yes, all the
things I once thought were so important are gone from my life. Compared to the high
privilege of knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I
had going for me is insignificant—dog dung. I’ve dumped it all in the trash so that I
could embrace Christ’ (Php 3:8 Message)
When Paul wrote these instructions and encouragements, he was believable because
Paul lived what he wrote in his attitude, his behaviours and his words. Christ was truly
his life. He wanted and desired for the Philippians to have that same attitude as he had.
Compared to Jesus in his life, all else was insignificant.
Living in Christ makes people very reasonable. They were told to lead such a life in the
difficult environment they were in – to be reasonable, which the majority of them

were.
Because God has not established the fullness of his kingdom on the earth yet, it does
not mean that he is far away. In fact he is close to everyone. He is the one who sustains
everything. He is the one who gives life to all that has life whether vegetable life, animal
life or human life. He sustains all life, yet he is different from all life.
Paul wrote the Philippians that because Jesus is near, because God is near, to not be
troubled by life and to not be anxious.

Anxiety is caused by fear. It is stirred up in our minds and in our bodies when we
become troubled for what is going to happen tomorrow and the next day, r ather than
trusting in God to provide.
While Jesus was on the earth, he told the apostles, his disciples and the crowds to seek
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness. God, Jesus told the, would take care of
the rest. ‘30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and
tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little
faith? 31 Therefore do not be anxious, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall
we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” 32 For the Gentiles seek after all these things,
and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But seek first the
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 34
“Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for
itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.” (Mt 6:30–34 ESV)
When we look back at the incarnation of Jesus and the length to which God has gone to
rescue us from sin and death, we can place our trust in him.
As we discussed in the story of Dmitri who was jailed by the Russians for being a
Christian, believers can still have much difficulty. The question is one of maintaining
trust in God whatever the circumstances.
We are to make our requests known unto God with thanksgiving, with gratitude.
Certainly the apostle Paul had a very grateful attitude. He did not let’s circumstances
break his relationship with God. In fact, if you remember the story in the book of Acts,
where Paul and Silas were in shackles in prison, they sang. They were singing, and
they're singing was heard by the other prisoners. While they were singing and praying,
God acted powerfully to freedom from prison.
It did not take as long for them to be freed as Dmitri but we see the attitude of
gratitude and trusting in God.

I remember going through difficult situations in my personal life and thanking God
knowing that somehow he had the situation in hand and the peace that God gave was
overwhelming.
When we are in difficult situations, we realize that we have very little control over the
outcome. We have two leave the outcome in God’s hands and trust him for it even if
there is no immediate answer.
God promises peace and that will guard our minds from straying away from our being
united to Christ.
God gives us the strength and the will through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit to do
this. He is the one who gives us peace inspite of how dark the physical situations may
appear.
8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable,
whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever
is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything
worthy of praise, think about these things.

There are two traps that we can fall into very easily.
1 – one possibility is withdrawing from the world because we think everything in the
world is bad.
2 – the other possibility is adopting the world’s value indiscriminately and
compromising. This is called syncretism. This simply means, from a Christian point of
view, taking from other compromising religious beliefs and trying to incorporate them
into what God teaches.
We see a clear example of this in Zephaniah. God hates this practice. “4 “I will stretch
out my hand against Judah and against all the inhabitants of Jerusalem; and I will cut
off from this place the remnant of Baal and the name of the idolatrous priests along
with the priests, 5 those who bow down on the roofs to the host of the heavens,
those who bow down and swear to the LORD and yet swear by Milcom, 6 those who
have turned back from following the LORD, who do not seek the LORD or inquire of
him.”” (Zep 1:4–6 ESV)
As a result, God severely punished Jerusalem as his anger was aroused against them.
God knew that they were hurting themselves. He intervened in a very forceful way.

We have to realize that not everything in the world is bad. We need to remember God
has reconciled the world to himself in Jesus Christ. We have to remember that God
loves this world and loves the people in it.
There are things in this world that are true, that are honourable, that are just just, pure
and lovely.
As God’s people, we are to recognize and validate these things. For example, there is
beautiful music, there are still edifying films where courage is valued and exemplified.
There are situations where people really care for one another in a beautiful way.
There are marriages in the world that last for a lifetime.
There are people who risk humiliation to help and reach others for their well-being.
I once met a young man who had a very difficult relationship with his mother. He was
the oldest of the number of children. His mother suffered from extreme anxiety fearing
and avoiding certain places. She also had quite an anger problem. Because he was more
feisty, he would get in arguments with her and she would hit him. She would never do it
in front of his father or his siblings. This devastated him. For a while, he became quite
suicidal not understanding what was going on. He felt depressed and discouraged. He
did not share it with anyone until a young man he knew also tried to commit suicide. By
that time, he had been able to understand and overcome his challenges.
However, he never talked to his friends about this until one day he decided to share
with a small group of peers with whom he was staying that he had struggled with these
thoughts of doing away with his life. In that peer group of which he was a part, no one
would ever speak of their personal challenges. He thought to himself that if he spoke
up and shared that maybe some others were going through similar or different
struggles. After he opened up to share the personal struggles and experiences, some
others began to open up and admit that the too were suffering and struggling. For one
individual in that group it helped him to avoid making devastating decisions about his
future career. Instead of giving up and withdrawing, he decided to continue. This was a
very capable individual who was letting his emotions and anxieties potentially rob him
of his promising future.
We are all created in God’s image. Certainly the courage of this young man was to be
validated. He also forgave his mother but never told her that he had forgiven her. He
feared that if he talked to her that it might kindle her anger but yet he was concerned
enough for her that she did not want her to carry guilt. Consequently, he discussed how
best to approach his mother to let her know that indeed he had forgiven her and
carried no bitterness or grudge towards her.

This certainly was a brave act to be validated.
As God’s people, whenever we see things that are beautiful, pure and lovely, we are to
recognize them whatever the source.
The apostle Paul tells us, because God is near, to cultivate this attitude of gratitude and
thanksgiving. We are to fill our minds with the beautiful.
During this time of the year, we remember the most beautiful thing that has happened
after the fall of man. Jesus, the eternal son of God, coming down to the earth to rescue
us from sin and death to give us hope in this life and beyond!
Our appreciation and our thankfulness are to be rooted in Jesus Christ for he is the one
who determines what is right and what is wrong. We are to trust that the Holy Spirit is
going to lead us.
We would not have that assurance of living competent Christian life if Jesus had not
become incarnate in our flesh and teaching us through his Word that we are forgiven,
valued and beloved by him. We can be very thankful and appreciative that we have the
privilege to know who he is and how he works in our life.
Because Jesus became incarnate in our flesh and because in him we are safe, we can be
exceedingly appreciative during this time of the year and every day of our life for all the
beauty that we see.
In fact, he tells us to think about these things. They are to occupy our minds. Here they
are again:
Finally, brothers,
whatever is true,
whatever is honorable,
whatever is just,
whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely,
whatever is commendable,
if there is any excellence,
if there is anything worthy of praise,
think about these things.
Whatever situation we find ourselves, let our minds think about the amazing presence
of God in our life and in the life of the world which she sustains by the power of his
might!

Paul was not a denier of reality. God is certainly not a denier of reality because he tells
us things exactly as they are. There are so many things in the Bible that describe the
state of the lostness of human beings without Jesus. What is encouraging is that in
Jesus everything has been redeemed whether people know it or not.
Let’s obey the positive admonition and fill our minds with whatever is true, with
whatever is honourable, with whatever is just, with whatever is pure, but whatever is
lovely, which whatever is commendable! If there is any excellence, if there is anything
worthy of praise, let us think about these things!
Let us pray
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