
BACKGROUND NOTES  
 

 3rd Sunday in Advent—yr. C 
 

1st Reading Zephaniah 3: 14-18 
 

Today’s liturgy is sometimes called the 
Church’s ‘ode to joy’.  For many years this 
Sunday has been called Gaudete—”Rejoice” in 

Latin—after the words of the Entrance Antiphon  

‘Rejoice in the Lord always,  

again I say rejoice, indeed the Lord is near’.  

Today’s readings are full of joy.  

The Prophet Zephaniah is not among the best known prophets of 
the Old Testament.  He lived seven centuries before Christ.  The 
passage we read today comes at the end of his short book and 
some scholars think that it may have been added later, maybe after 
the return from exile. 

In the first two chapters Zephaniah uses very strong words to 
condemn people’s unjust social and political behaviour and their 
worship of other Gods.  Jerusalem is called a “soiled, defiled, 
oppressing city” (Zephaniah 3: 1).  In this society in utter turmoil,  

Zephaniah sees the fate of the people as being very much in God’s 
hands. 

It could be said that the society of Zephaniah's time and that of 
Judaea at the time of Roman occupation and the birth of Jesus 
have many points in common. 

However, later in chapter 3, the tone changes.  Addressing the 
people of Zion, the prophet invites them to rejoice because the 
Lord is “in [their] midst” so they can “exult, rejoice, shout”.  

By verse 17 there is a shift of emphasis; it is no longer only the 
daughter of Jerusalem who is rejoicing, but the Lord who is exulting 
because the relationship with his people is restored.  Dance played 
an important role in ancient festivities and the vocabulary used 
here is similar to that normally associated with a wedding feast. 

Gospel Luke 3: 10-18 

 

Today’s Gospel continues the story of John the Baptist.  John, who is 
recognised as an effective preacher, delivers his message to the 
people, in a direct and severe manner. 
Prior to these words he had called the crowds a ‘brood of vipers’(v.8) 
assuring them that their Jewish lineage would not save them from 
their wrongdoings, but that repentance and a new way of life was 
necessary.  
His harsh message may not have immediately struck his listeners as 
‘Good News’.  
“Master, what must we do?” 
Many people asked this question of John.  In reply he highlighted the 
way they were to treat others, if their lives were to bear ’good fruit’. 
(v.9)  Above all else they were to have a social conscience, always 
acting justly and sharing what they had with those in need. 
They were beginning to think that John might be the Christ 
There had been no prophet for about 400 years.  John’s sudden 
appearance, his austerity, the way he spoke led them to think that he 
was the Messiah.  
John quickly denied this, making clear that his position was less than a 
servant. 
He will baptise you with the Spirit and with fire. 
The baptism with water that John gave was symbolic of inner 
repentance. 
The baptism that Jesus would give would be with the Holy Spirit and 
fire, an image that John would recognise as a purifying force. 
His winnowing fan is in his hand 
John painted a picture of judgement but one 
that those who lived as he had instructed 
need not fear. 
The winnowing fan was a large wooden 
shovel which was used to toss grain into the 
air.  The heavy grain fell to the ground and 
the chaff was blown away. 
 


