
The Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
October 3, 2021 
 
P: In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 
C: Amen. 
 
Scripture Readings 
Zephaniah 3:9-13
“For at that time I will change the speech of the peoples 
    to a pure speech, 
that all of them may call upon the name of the Lord 
    and serve him with one accord. 
From beyond the rivers of Cush 
    my worshipers, the daughter of my dispersed ones, 
    shall bring my offering. 
 
“On that day you shall not be put to shame 
    because of the deeds by which you have rebelled against me; 
for then I will remove from your midst 
    your proudly exultant ones, 
and you shall no longer be haughty 
    in my holy mountain. 
But I will leave in your midst 
    a people humble and lowly. 
They shall seek refuge in the name of the Lord, 
    those who are left in Israel; 
they shall do no injustice 
    and speak no lies, 
nor shall there be found in their mouth 
    a deceitful tongue. 
For they shall graze and lie down, 
    and none shall make them afraid.” 
 
Hebrews 2:1-13 
Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it. For 
since the message declared by angels proved to be reliable, and every transgression or disobedience 
received a just retribution, how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation? It was declared 
at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard, while God also bore witness by 
signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his 
will. For it was not to angels that God subjected the world to come, of which we are speaking. It has 
been testified somewhere, 
 
“What is man, that you are mindful of him, 
    or the son of man, that you care for him? 
You made him for a little while lower than the angels; 
    you have crowned him with glory and honor, 
    putting everything in subjection under his feet.” 



 
Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his control. At present, we do 
not yet see everything in subjection to him. But we see him who for a little while was made lower 
than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so 
that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. 
 
For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, 
should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering. For he who sanctifies and those 
who are sanctified all have one source. That is why he is not ashamed to call them brothers, saying, “I 
will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise.” 
 
And again, “I will put my trust in him.” And again, “Behold, I and the children God has given me.” 
 
Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, 
that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and 
deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. For surely it is not angels 
that he helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham.  
 
Mark 10:2-16 
And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” 
He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a 
certificate of divorce and to send her away.” And Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of 
heart he wrote you this commandment. But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male 
and female.’ ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two 
shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined 
together, let not man separate.” 
 
And in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. And he said to them, “Whoever 
divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, and if she divorces her husband 
and marries another, she commits adultery.” 
 
And they were bringing children to him that he might touch them, and the disciples rebuked them. 
But when Jesus saw it, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the children come to me; do not 
hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive 
the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.” And he took them in his arms and blessed them, 
laying his hands on them. 
 
Hymn: LSB 725, Children of the Heavenly Father 

 

 



 
 

Sermon 
Today we turn to another one of those short Old Testament prophet books, one that there’s a 

good chance you’ve never looked at before at all. It fits the typical mental image people usually have 
about these ancient prophets: full of doom and gloom, threats of judgment and warnings to repent, 
yet also rather mysterious and hard to understand in the details. It’s not long, only three chapters, but 
it probably feels rather inaccessible and possible irrelevant to most of us today. 

Of course, I would say that’s not the case - human nature hasn’t changed, and while the exact 
forms may shift within different cultures, our basic sins are the same as those ancient Israelites. We 
too are prone to relying on our own efforts instead of trusting God, forgetting about God altogether 
when things are going well; we too are led astray by the call of wealth and earthly power; we too fail 
to seek righteousness and humility and obedience to God’s commandments. We’re not so different 
from them, and Zephaniah gives us a glimpse of that. 

So I’ll start by situating you, when and where Zephaniah is. We don’t know anything about 
him beside his name and couple of his ancestors, but we do know he lived while Josiah was king of 
Judah, so he’s writing in the twilight years of the independent Israelite kingdoms. By this point, 
David and Solomon have been gone for over three hundred years, and with them the “golden age” of 
ancient Israel; the Hebrew people are politically divided; and in Zephaniah’s day the northern tribes 
have already been decimated and exiled by the Assyrians. For the southern tribes in Judah, the threat 
of Babylon is looming larger and larger, and as we now know it won’t be more than a few years until 
they are likewise conquered and taken off into captivity. 

Those few centuries between King David and exile in Babylon were times of enormous 
unfaithfulness towards God. Sometimes they enjoyed political stability and economic prosperity; by 
worldly standards, the times were not so bad for the most part. But spiritually they were spiraling 
down, circling the drain into complete ruin. That’s what Zephaniah is addressing: those who have 
turned their back on God, who are complacent and unworried and see God as utterly irrelevant to 
their prosperous lives, as well as those who think they can balance lip-service to the true God of Israel 
while also worshipping other gods on the side, to have their cake and eat it too. 

I hope you can see quickly the relevance of this to us today, because how Zephaniah describes 
Judah in the 6th century BC could be applied almost word-for-word to America in the 21st century 
AD. We’re surrounded by people who see God as utterly irrelevant to their lives: not the loud voices 
of atheism like Richard Dawkins, but the mass of Americans who simply don’t care much one way or 
the other. These are the one-fourth one Americans who’d answer “nothing in particular” for their 
religion, and it’s the fastest-growing religious identity in America. I know, I know, this is basically 
preaching to the choir since y’all are the ones who are here. But the Church does have a role in being 
that prophetic voice to society, to remind those around us that God is real and the message of the 
Gospel concerning repentance and salvation is serious business. 

And it’s a temptation for Christians as well, to start to think about faith as another box to check 
off by going to church every week rather than the centrally important fact of life. I’m not immune 
from this, either -- I think many people can go through phases in enthusiasm. Some weeks I love 
getting to prepare a sermon or Bible study, or talk and teach about it; some weeks, I know I just have 
to get it done before Sunday. If it’s like that for me, I imagine you too may sometimes just “not feel it” 
when it comes to faith, to Jesus, to living a Christian life. 



That’s natural, but our perception doesn’t change the facts. Jesus and our faith in him is the 
most important thing, and Zephaniah serves to remind us about these things. In the middle of a 
society where worldly prosperity distracts from spiritual faithfulness, where God is little more than 
another line item on the weekly calendar, Zephaniah refocuses our attention. The majority of this 
book is focused on what he calls “the day of the Lord.” By this, he means the Judgment Day, the day 
of God’s judgment against sin and wrath against evil, the day for humanity to suffer the 
consequences of all its arrogance and injustice, violence against their fellow man and rebellion 
against God.  

That’s what most of Zephaniah’s words are filled with: warning about the coming Day of the 
Lord. “Woe to [the one] who is rebellious and defiled! [Who] listens to no voice, [who] accepts no 
correction, does not trust in the Lord, does not draw near to God.” That’s the voice of a true prophet 
of God; in the Old Testament, the false prophets are the ones who tell the people “Don’t worry, 
everything’s okay! God is perfectly fine with you and what you’re doing. God exists only to bless 
you. Keep doing what you want to do.” They say everything’s okay when it’s not. The true prophets 
warn: Ezekiel uses the image of a sentry on a wall. The prophet is there to keep a lookout and warn 
the rest of the community about approaching danger -- not an enemy army, but spiritual dangers. 
Look out, God’s judgment will come eventually! Repent and believe! 

Even Jesus’ own preaching in the Gospels includes the same call to repent and believe. So I 
hope you hear me today, and any time we turn to the Biblical calls to repent and to live according to 
God’s Word, in the same way -- as a warning from a lookout. There’s danger coming; it’s dangerous 
to disobey and rebel against God. It’s dangerous to live like God doesn’t matter or thumb your nose 
at Him. It’s dangerous to forget that the Day of the Lord is coming, and we don’t know when. 

But that’s never the end of the story. The Old Testament prophets like Zephaniah might focus 
on that doom and gloom and repentance, but there’s always a reminder of God’s grace. Today’s 
passage comes from the end of the book, and we get the same here too. Zephaniah talks about the 
people who call on the name of the Lord and seek refuge in Him: these are people who find true 
peace and safety. The Law that warns us to repent is meant to point us to the Gospel of God’s 
forgiveness and welcome to those who return. 

Zephaniah gives us a picture of the Church, perhaps even of Pentecost. Many people from all 
over the world will be gathered together, and God Himself will change their speech to a pure speech 
as they worship Him in unity. To these people He gives peace and mercy. What is this pure speech 
that God gives to the people He gathers together and brings to faith? What is this pure speech He 
puts in the mouths of His faithful Christian Church? 

It is first and foremost the Gospel message about Jesus as our Savior and our King. It is 
speaking about Jesus, and using our speech never for evil and harm but to pray, praise God, give 
thanks. It is being faithful to the way of life commanded to us in Scripture, a life defined by 
peacefulness and compassion, by mercy and forgiveness, by humility and all those fruits of the Spirit. 
Proverbs says “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in a setting of silver… A man takes joy in a 
fitting reply—and how good is a timely word!”  

It made me think of something from a Chinese pastor I read a couple years ago, a prophetic 
example of pure speech and real faith in the middle of an unbelieving, hostile world. His name is 
Wang Yi, and this was written shortly before his arrest about three years ago. He’s still in prison for 
being a Christian pastor in China. “Every man’s life is extremely short, and God fervently commands 
the church to lead and call any man to repentance who is willing to repent. Christ is eager and willing 
to forgive all who turn from their sins. This is the goal of all the efforts of the church in China—to 
testify to the world about our Christ, to testify to the Middle Kingdom about the Kingdom of Heaven, 
to testify to earthly, momentary lives about heavenly, eternal life… I hope God uses me, by means of 
first losing my personal freedom, to tell those who have deprived me of my personal freedom that 



there is an authority higher than their authority, and that there is a freedom that they cannot restrain, 
a freedom that fills the church of the crucified and risen Jesus Christ… There is only eternal faith. 
There is no eternal power. Those who lock me up will one day be locked up by angels. Those who 
interrogate me will finally be questioned and judged by Christ.  When I think of this, the Lord fills me 
with a natural compassion and grief toward those who are attempting to and actively imprisoning 
me. Pray that the Lord would use me, that he would grant me patience and wisdom, that I might take 
the gospel to them.” 

Here is a man, our brother Wang Yi, who gives us an amazing example of Zephaniah’s 
prophecy and a role model for us to imitate. Here is pure speech that testifies only to the joy and love 
of Christ, returning evil only with goodness and love. Here is someone who is humble and lowly, 
seeking refuge in the Lord, someone who “none shall make [him] afraid.” 

  
Lord’s Prayer 
Our Father who art in heaven, 
     hallowed be Thy name, 
     Thy kingdom come, 
     Thy will be done on earth 
          as it is in heaven; 
     give us this day our daily bread; 
     and forgive us our trespasses 
          as we forgive those 
          who trespass against us; 
     and lead us not into temptation, 
     but deliver us from evil. 
For Thine is the kingdom 
     and the power and the glory 
     forever and ever. Amen. 
 
P: Merciful Father, Your patience and loving-kindness toward us have no end. Grant that by 

Your Holy Spirit we may always think and do those things that are pleasing in Your sight; 
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. 

C: Amen. 
All: I thank You, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son, that You have kept 

me this night from all harm and danger; and I pray that You would keep me this day also 
from sin and every evil, that all my doings and life may please You. For into Your hands I 
commend myself, my body and soul, and all things. Let Your holy angel be with me, that 
the evil foe may have no power over me. Amen. 

P: Let us bless the Lord! 
C: Thanks be to God! 
P: The almighty and merciful Lord, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, bless and preserve 

you. 
C: Amen. 


