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Zephaniah

The opening verse of Zephaniah traces back the prophet’s lineage through four generations. The reason for this is obviously to reveal that Zephaniah was a part of Judah’s royal household - a great, great-grandson of King Hezekiah. Verse one says, “The word of the LORD which came unto Zephaniah the son of Cushi, the son of Gedaliah, the son of Amariah, the son of Hizkiah (Hezekiah)…”

In this same verse, we find that Zephaniah ministered, “…in the days of Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah.” All of this serves to tell us that Zephaniah was a contemporary to the prophet Jeremiah, and his voice would have been a unique one, coming from a member of the royal family.

His cousin, King Josiah, led a revival in Judah (II Kings 23), which removed much of the idolatry of the land, even if it did little to turn the downward trend of the people. 

Zephaniah makes no mention of the revival, but rather attacks head-on, with ferocity, the wickedness of his day, and predicts the coming judgment of Jehovah upon all those who disobey His Word.

“…the book of Zephaniah is neither well-known nor well-liked. It has a somber tone, and the note of judgment is seldom welcomed.”

-Ralph L. Smith

“[Zephaniah] has been considered as one of the most difficult in the prophetic canon…”

-Charles L. Feinberg

Zephaniah’s lack of popularity and familiarity may be due to the harsh, blunt, and at times vicious way in which the prophet describes the coming judgment of God. For instance, in 1:17, we read, “And I will bring distress upon men, that they shall walk like blind men, because they have sinned against the LORD: and their blood shall be poured out as dust, and their flesh as the dung.”

Though this language may be unsettling for those with a soft, mild conception of God, Zephaniah’s message is one that addresses all men, and calls them to repent in light of the coming day of God’s wrath. The prophet warns and instructs, “…seek righteousness, seek meekness: it may be ye shall be hid in the day of the LORD'S anger (2:3).”

In surveying Zephaniah, three truths are to be noted. First of all, consider:

I. ZEPHANIAH’S LOCAL MESSAGE

As with other prophetic writers, Zephaniah does predict a coming day, but at the same time, his prophecy initially spoke to his own day, with a message that was pertinent and contemporary in ancient, pre-exile Judah. His message had a local application.

Looking out at the deplorable conditions around him, Zephaniah’s opening chapter speaks specifically to the Southern Kingdom of Judah, and predicts the coming judgment of God upon them.

In this opening chapter, Zephaniah warns his own people in his own day that:


A. God’s judgment was approaching

 Though a relative prosperity would have marked the land of Judah in the days of Josiah, the prophet Zephaniah gave no comfort when he foretold the impending judgment of God upon His people.

In 1:4 we read, “I will also stretch out mine hand upon Judah, and upon all the inhabitants of Jerusalem…”

The entire first chapter is marked by the repeated phrase, “I will.” No less than 10 times does Jehovah promise to execute some sort of judgment upon Judah and its people.

Just in case the prosperity had put the people at ease, Zephaniah warns them in 1:14, “The great day of the LORD is near, it is near, and hasteth greatly…” To his own day, Zephaniah warned of the fast-approaching judgment of God.

Zephaniah’s local message not only declared that God’s judgment was approaching, but also that:


B. God’s judgment was appropriate

Verse 17 gives a rather simple explanation as to why the judgment of God was coming upon Judah. It says, “…because they have sinned against the LORD…”

Throughout the first chapter, these sins against the Lord are referenced in the predicted judgments. For instance, in verse 4, Baal is mentioned, along with the “Chemarims”, a group of idolatrous priests.

In verse 5, the worship of the stars, as well as the compromised synchronism of Jehovah worship and the worship of “Malcham” is indicated as a target of God’s judgment.

Along with idolatry, Zephaniah points out “violence and deceit”, as well as sins of luxury and excess. All of these were the motivation for the eminent and justified judgment of God.

Though Zephaniah’s prophecy reaches beyond the days of Josiah, it originally spoke directly to that day and time with a very localized message. 

Notice not only Zephaniah’s local message, but notice also:

II. ZEPHANIAH’S LARGER MESSAGE

Like many of his prophetic counterparts, Zephaniah did not limit his message strictly to the Jewish people. In the second chapter, the scope of the prophecy widens to include all the nations of the world.

“Zephaniah’s prophecy has a more general character, embracing both judgment and salvation in their totality…”

Beginning in verse 4, of chapter 2, the prophet calls out the nation’s surrounding Jerusalem. He begins with Philistia to the west, and then turns to the east and speaks to Moab and Ammon. The he deals with Ethiopia in the south before turning north to address the city of Nineveh and the nation of Assyria.

In considering this larger message, we find the prophet communicating:


A. God’s global authority

Zephaniah makes it clear that Jehovah’s judgment is not limited to Judah and His own people. He reiterates a theme that runs throughout the prophetic oracles. That is; all the nations of the world are accountable to the Lord God.

In 3:6, we read, “I have cut off the nations: their towers are desolate; I made their streets waste, that none passeth by: their cities are destroyed, so that there is no man, that there is none inhabitant.”

“The nations” are under the authority of Jehovah. Though they worship their false gods, the one, true God will “…famish all the gods of the earth (2:11)…”

Zephaniah lived in a day of pluralism, yet he did not shy away from the proclamation that there is no God but Jehovah, and all the nations will one day give an account to Him.

Zephaniah’s larger message not only reveals God’s global authority, but also:


B. God’s global activity

Zephaniah, like the prophet Joel, is concerned with the theme of “The day of the Lord”. In his prophecy, he predicts a day in which God will deal with all the world, and will execute judgment on a global scale.

In 3:8, the Lord says, “…for my determination is to gather the nations, that I may assemble the kingdoms, to pour upon them mine indignation, even all my fierce anger: for all the earth shall be devoured with the fire of my jealousy.”

Zephaniah relates that God’s activity in the world is not limited to His people. As the Creator of all, God is active in all the world, and has a plan that is global in its scale.

Habakkuk had picked up on this global plan when he said, “For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea (2:14).”

Zephaniah’s message was local, but it was also global. The Day of the Lord is an event that will involve all nations and all people.

Notice not only Zephaniah’s local message, and Zephaniah’s larger message, but notice also:

III. ZEPHANIAH’S LASTING MESSAGE

As is the case with much of the apocalyptic literature of the Old Testament, there is in Zephaniah along with the thunder claps of judgment, a ray of hope in the expectation of a day of blessing for those who fear the Lord.

The third chapter of Zephaniah closes with visions of the millennial kingdom of the Messiah. Following the judgment there will be a consummation in which the Lord restores a fallen world.

“God will come in judgment on the world (3:8). Then there will be a new day. There will be a new unity, a new humility, a new purity, and a new security.”

-Ralph L. Smith

“…the longed-for dawn is about to bring in that better time. Smiting will give place to smiling…God will perfect His purpose, and fulfill all His promises.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

In Zephaniah’s lasting message, we find:


A. Hope in a day of restoration

Restoration is a strain that runs through all of the Hebrews prophets. Though God afflicts His people, it is for their ultimate good. Eventually, they will be restored and blessed again.

In 3:14-15, we read, “Sing, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel; be glad and rejoice with all the heart, O daughter of Jerusalem. The LORD hath taken away thy judgments, he hath cast out thine enemy: the king of Israel, even the LORD, is in the midst of thee: thou shalt not see evil any more.”

In an immediate sense, Judah would be restored following the 70-years captivity in Babylon. However, it is obvious that Zephaniah is predicting a final restoration that will occur at the end of God’s work in this world.

If you only hear the drumbeat of judgment, and you miss the trumpet of victory, you have not fully understood the message of Zephaniah, and the Minor Prophets as a whole. All of them point God’s people to a day of restoration. 

Notice not only that Zephaniah’s lasting message brings hope in a day of restoration, but also:


B. Hope in a day of righteousness
The wickedness that is described in the opening chapter is contrasted by the purity and righteousness of the restored kingdom in chapter 3. 

Zephaniah says, “For then will I turn to the people a pure language, that they may all call upon the name of the LORD, to serve him with one consent (3:9).”

He goes on to say in verse 13, “The remnant of Israel shall not do iniquity, nor speak lies; neither shall a deceitful tongue be found in their mouth: for they shall feed and lie down, and none shall make them afraid.” 
All of the judgments of God upon sin and wickedness are for the purpose of bringing about this final purity and holiness, and restored righteous order upon the earth.

“But the judgment…does not form the center of gravity or the sole object of the whole of the predictions of our prophet. The end and goal at which they aim are rather the establishment of divine righteousness in the earth, and the judgment is simply the means and the way by which this the aim of all the development of the world’s history is to be realized.”

-C.F. Keil

Zephaniah is not just a prophet of gloom and doom. He predicts a judgment that will bring about a righteousness such as the world has never seen since before the fall.

Zephaniah thunders out the terrible wrath of God, and then closes his prophecy by describing that same God in a very different light. In verse 17, we read, “…he will rejoice over thee with joy; he will rest in his love, he will joy over thee with singing.”

For those who flee the wrath to come, and hide themselves in Christ Jesus, there is no need to fear the violent judgment of God. We can look forward to the Day of the Lord, and to hearing Him sing over us with joy!
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