Third Sunday of Advent

Reading I

Zephaniah, also called Sophoniah in other translations; his name says St. Jerome, signifies "The Watchman of the Lord," or "the hidden of the Lord."  He prophesied in the beginning of the reign of King Josiah.  He was a native of Sarabatha, and of the Tribe of Simeon.  

St. Jerome says Zephaniah appeared a little before the Prophets Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Baruch, and Daniel, foretelling the Babylonian captivity and the return of the two Tribes, the destruction of various nations and prophesied the punishments of the Jews, for their Idolatry and other crimes; the punishments that were to come upon other nations; the coming of Christ; the conversion of the Gentiles; the blindness of the Jews; and their conversion towards the end of the world.

Dr. Robert Witham notes that many of the promises regard only the Christian Church.


Zeph 3:14-18a

Shout for joy, O daughter Zion!
Sing joyfully, O Israel!
Be glad and exult with all your heart,
O daughter Jerusalem!
The LORD has removed the judgment against you

he has turned away your enemies;
the King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst,
you have no further misfortune to fear.
On that day, it shall be said to Jerusalem:
Fear not, O Zion, be not discouraged!
The LORD, your God, is in your midst,
a mighty savior;
he will rejoice over you with gladness,
and renew you in his love,
he will sing joyfully because of you,
as one sings at festivals.

Verse 15:  "The LORD has removed the judgment against you he has turned away your enemies;
the King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst, you have no further misfortune to fear."

The word judgment here means condemnation.  In the Septuagint the word used is, iniquities.  

God does not treat us with rigor.  He will be our King.  The Jews had no King for a long time, but the true Israel, of whom the Prophet speaks, is continually ruled and fed by Jesus Christ, who imparts His graces abundantly.

Verse 17:  "The LORD, your God, is in your midst, a mighty savior; he will rejoice over you with gladness, and renew you in his love, he will sing joyfully because of you"

Few Prophets inveighed against the crimes of the captives after their return.  This punishment of the Jews being cast off until their conversion towards the end of the world must deemed as such, unless the crimes were also removed.



Reading II
Phil 4:4-7

Brothers and sisters:
Rejoice in the Lord always.
I shall say it again: rejoice!
Your kindness should be known to all.
The Lord is near.
Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, 
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving,
make your requests known to God.
Then the peace of God that surpasses all understanding 
will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.

Verse 6:  "Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving,
make your requests known to God."

"By the Greek, the sense and construction cannot be in every prayer, but in every thing, in all circumstances, have recourse in prayer."-Dr. Robert Witham

Gospel
Lk 3:10-18

The crowds asked John the Baptist,
"What should we do?"
He said to them in reply,
"Whoever has two cloaks
should share with the person who has none. 
And whoever has food should do likewise."
Even tax collectors came to be baptized and they said to him,
"Teacher, what should we do?"
He answered them, 
"Stop collecting more than what is prescribed."
Soldiers also asked him,
"And what is it that we should do?"
He told them,
"Do not practice extortion,
do not falsely accuse anyone,
and be satisfied with your wages."

Now the people were filled with expectation, 
and all were asking in their hearts
whether John might be the Christ.
John answered them all, saying, 
"I am baptizing you with water,
but one mightier than I is coming.
I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals.
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
His winnowing fan is in his hand to clear his threshing floor
and to gather the wheat into his barn,
but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire."
Exhorting them in many other ways, 
he preached good news to the people.

Verse 11:  He said to them in reply, "Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none.   And whoever has food should do likewise."

St. John exhorts them to works of charity towards the poor, by giving what is superfluous.

Dr. Robert Witham says, "Here we are taught that whatever we have more than our own wants require, must be bestowed on those who are in need; for the love of that God, of whom we have received all."

St. Basil the Great says, "Charity to the poor is frequently recommended in Scripture, as a powerful method of redeeming sin, and reconciling us to divine mercy.  This was the Prophet Daniel's advice to Nabuchodonsor: 'May my counsel please you O King, and redeem your sins with alms and mercy to the poor.' (Dan 4)"

St. John Chrysostom says, "The poor are physicians, and their hands are an ointment for your wounds."  Homily 14

In 1 Tim St. Paul talks about the unbounded love of God; He offers us His mercy, provided we will relieve our indigent brethren.

Verse 12:  "Even tax collectors came to be baptized and they said to him, "Teacher, what should we do?"

"The Baptist exhorts worldlings to abstain from every species of fraud, that by first restraining all desires of the goods of others, they may at length come to communicate some of their own to their neighbors."-St. Bede the Venerable

Verse 13:  "He answered them,  "Stop collecting more than what is prescribed."

"You who are military men, exact no more of the people than what is allowed and appointed to you." -Dr. Robert Witham

Verse 14:  "Soldiers also asked him, "And what is it that we should do?"  He told them,
"Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, and be satisfied with your wages."

"The Baptist knew that such as engage in war, are not murderers, but ministers of the law; not avengers of injuries, but defenders of the public weal.  Had he thought otherwise, he would have said: "Cast away your arms, abandon the service, never strike, maim, or destroy anyone;" these are not the things which are blamable in the military, but their cruelty, their revenge, their implacable dispositions, and lust of power."-St. Augustine

Verse 15:  "Now the people were filled with expectation, and all were asking in their hearts
whether John might be the Christ."

Several reasons could have induced the people to think St. John the Baptist was the Christ; for example:  The wonders that took place at his conception and birth; His mother being elderly and barren; his eloquent preaching; his mortified life, and the novelty of his Baptism. And Furthermore, the report which then generally prevailed among the Jews, that the Messiah had come; on account of the Magi, the murder of the Holy Innocents by Herod the Great, both these instances were probably fresh in their minds for over thirty years, it is reasonable to assume there were a significant amount of people living at this time who had witnessed these events.-Taken from St. Dionysious of Carthage

Verse 16: "John answered them all, saying, "I am baptizing you with water, but one mightier than I is coming.  I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire."

This phrase clearly indicates the Baptism of St. John is not valid.  That is, not Sacramental.  The Holy Spirit, who had not yet been revealed was not invoked.  This Baptism lacked the Trinitarian formula, the tradition concerning life-giving grace, must be preserved entirely.  To add or subtract anything. may exclude from life everlasting.

Christians are Baptized, in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  See Matthew 3:11 and Matthew 28:20

The word fire is a metaphor, to signify the Holy Spirit and His gifts, particularly the fire of divine love to the expiation of sins, and is very common in Sacred Scripture.  Sometimes we see the Holy Spirit as represented by water, as in St. John's Gospel 4:10 and 7:38-39. 

I found the words to this old hymn to the Holy Spirit.  It is neat how the Church uses both figures.

"Thou who art call'd Paraclete,
Best gift of God above,
The living Spring, the living Fire,
Sweet unction and love."

Verse 17:  "His winnowing fan is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire."

The barn in this passage prefigures the Catholic Church, in which many are called, but few are chosen.  

"The perfect cleansing of the floor, as it is in the Greek, is performed both here when the wicked, on account of their open crimes, are excluded from the communion of the faithful by the Church; or, on account of their hidden sins, are after death by infinite justice chastised; but most especially at the end of the world, when the Son of man shall send His Angels to gather from His Kingdom all scandals."-St. Bede the Venerable
