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ZEPHANIAH

Key verse: 3:9-10

“Then will I purify the lips of the peoples, that all of them may call on the name of the Lord
and serve him shoulder to shoulder. From beyond the rivers of Cush my worshipers,

my scattered people, will bring me offerings.”

In order to understand Zephaniah we should remember that he spoke during the reign of Josiah. Unlike any other king quoted in prophecy, Josiah was a good king who was praised by the Bible (2Ki 23:25). Under his rule the nation of Judah had a great spiritual revival. Yet Zephaniah pronounces utter destruction on the people of Judah. According to his prophecy they were so perverse that there was no hope of their repentance. He then pronounces God’s judgment on their enemies, the Assyrians and others. In the third chapter he exhorts them to patience for the hope set before them. At first glance Zephaniah’s severe message is somewhat confusing when we remember Josiah’s reform. But then we learn that Zephaniah speaks God’s side of the story of his judgment.

I.  Zephaniah and his message (1:1-3)

1:1. “The word of the Lord that came to Zephaniah son of Cushi, the son of Gedaliah, the son of Amariah, the son of Hezekiah, during the reign of Josiah son of Amon king of Judah.” Perhaps Zephaniah was royalty if Hezekiah mentioned here was the king Hezekiah. He could have been a nephew of King Josiah. He was not descended of a prophet, but when the word of God “came”, he was born a prophet (Jn 1:13). This means Zephaniah’s prophecy is God’s message given to all people in all generations.
It is interesting that Josiah is quoted as the son of Amon. Amon was a son of Manasseh, whose cruelty was incomparable. 2 Kings 21:16 says that Manasseh “shed so much innocent blood that he filled Jerusalem from end to end—besides the sin that he had caused Judah to commit, so that they did evil in the eyes of the Lord.” Amon was not better than his father. We know Josiah’s reign was a time of great spiritual revival (2Ch 34:1,3,6,8,14; 35:1,19,20; 2Ki 23:26-27; 29-30). Yet here in Zephaniah’s prophecy the king is overshadowed by the name of the wicked king Amon. 


In addition to the surprising reference of both Amon and Josiah, the prophecy abruptly begins with the threat of total destruction. 1:2.  “I will sweep away everything from the face of the earth,” declares the Lord.”  In 1:1-2 we gather Zephaniah’s view of Josiah’s reform, or to be more accurate, God’s view of the reform. We find the same negative view of the reform in the prophecy of Jeremiah, who was a contemporary of Zephaniah.

But here we encounter a difficulty. We know that the land was then cleansed from its superstitions under the leadership of King Josiah. When he reached 18 years old King Josiah began to work strenuously to restore the pure worship of God. He found the Book of the Law, which had been lost for a long time, and began to practice what was written in it. The story of the discovery of the Book, probably Deuteronomy, tells us how long the people of God lived without God’s truth. They just repeated superficial rituals. It is not surprising that superstition crept in. When he reinforced the Bible study King Josiah could renew the faith in the Covenant. He also destroyed all the idols. 2 Kings 23:25 says, “Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the Lord as he did – with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength, in accordance with all the Law of Moses.” Why then was the message of total destruction?

In reading the following verses, and in reference to Jeremiah, we can understand that the negative view of the reform was due to the stubbornness of the people in Judah, that they never repented of their sins. Though Josiah sincerely worshiped God, yet the people were not really changed. To make the situation worse, Josiah did not reign long enough. He was killed in battle against Pharaoh Neco, king of Egypt, and Jehoahaz succeeded him. Then the people immediately relapsed into their idolatry. Since Jehoahaz reigned only three months we can imagine how fast the relapse took place.

Here Zephaniah makes us think of the value of reform. We read in church history how the Lutherans repeated what the Catholics had done as soon as they took power. There cannot be reform in a true sense. Zephaniah, therefore, speaks to us that people want reform while God wants to undo sin. We want to repair. God wants repentance. We want revival. God wants resurrection. Indeed, 2 Kings 23:26 confirms our understanding that what mattered was sin. “Nevertheless, the Lord did not turn away from the heat of his fierce anger, which burned against Judah because of all that Manasseh had done to provoke him to anger.” So the Lord said, “I will remove Judah also from my presence as I removed Israel, and I will reject Jerusalem, the city I chose, and this temple, about which I said, ‘There shall my Name be.’”

God was punishing sin. God was punishing animals—even fish—because of the sin of people, and of Manasseh. 3  “I will sweep away both men and animals; I will sweep away the birds of the air and the fish of the sea. The wicked will have only heaps of rubble when I cut off man from the face of the earth,” declares the Lord.” Someone may ask why God punished innocent creatures because of man’s sin. That person only shows his ignorance. In Romans 8:20 Paul writes that “the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of” God, to undo the sin which has crept into God’s creation by man.


God was speaking through Zephaniah to the insensitive people of Judah how angry he was with sin which they had invited into them. The issue of sin was more than any man could deal with, even if he was a king. It was more than what could be dealt with by reform, even on a national scale. It was what God alone deals with. That was the starting point of Zephaniah’s prophecy. Sin was there. God was eradicating it.

II.  The day of the Lord on Judah (1:4-2:3) 

1:4. “I will stretch out my hand against Judah and against all who live in Jerusalem. I will cut off from this place every remnant of Baal, the names of the pagan and the idolatrous priests…”  In verse 4 we find why Josiah’s effort seems to be ignored in this prophecy, or in Jeremiah, while it is praised in 2 Kings. Zephaniah simply reveals how Josiah and his effort were received by the people. The kingdom of Israel had now been abolished, and the ten tribes had been led into exile. The Jews thought that they had escaped the calamity because they had Jerusalem, the city of God, where God entrusted his name. They thought God considered them special, which was true, but their confidence was largely based on the city, or on the temple which was in the city. There was no appreciation of the reform. God pointed out that his judgment was against all who lived in the city.


What advantage, then, was there in being a Jew, or what value was there in being a citizen of the place where God entrusted his name? Much in every way! But sin was there in their midst. Even after Josiah’s reform there still was the “remnant of Baal, the names of the pagan and the idolatrous priests…” The people of Judah dared not openly practice idol worship. However, at home they cherished the idol worship they were accustomed to, the things which had become a norm in their culture, such as the worship of the starry host or the act of swearing by Molech or the act of pledging allegiance to their king. In other words, they did not give up their superstition. Worship of the starry host on the roof seems almost poetic. Swearing by the name of a king reminds us of patriotism. We are wrong to condemn all the poetic things and all the patriotic activities. Here we learn, however, that we cannot take the issue of superstition lightly. 1:5. “those who bow down on the roofs to worship the starry host, those who bow down and swear by the Lord and who also swear by Molech, “


What is the problem of blending superstitions, or the practice a kind of cocktail faith? Verse 6.  “those who turn back from following the Lord and neither seek the Lord nor inquire of him.” The so-called “compromised faith” is a serious matter because that is turning back from following the Lord. That is why there is the teaching not to swear.


If the issue was not seeking God, what could be the answer? We think of a public statement of commitment, but God said in verse 7 to be silent. Why silence?  For the day of the Lord is near. What does the Lord do on the day? He offers a sacrifice. In this case, the sacrifice indicates the destruction of Jerusalem. In the calamity men would think only of themselves. God alone prepares the sacrifice (Is 34:6; 29:2). He takes the burden by himself, and on himself. Who is most painful in the judgment? God is. He offers his own as a sacrifice. His act is what we call divine. We sacrifice others for our salvation. God sacrifices his own for the salvation of his creation. We protect our own even if they are wrong. God sacrifices his own to consecrate those he has invited. This is Zephaniah’s prophetic view of the judgment on the people of God. In the punishment of the sin of God’s people Zephaniah read God’s unfathomable mind. This mystery, that God prepares a sacrifice by himself, has been known to us since our Lord Jesus came to us and was crucified. This mystery, that God’s judgment on his own meant the offering of the sacrifice for the consecration of his guests, and therefore the consecration of his own, has also been known to us since Christ Jesus came to us. Now we know this truth has existed even from the time of Abraham. In quietness we should seek God then, in our time of crisis, accepting it as God’s judgment. His good will will prevail. He will never fail, even if that means our failure, our destruction. We may be gone, but there will come consecration. We may be destroyed, but in God we will be restored. Verse 7.  “Be silent before the Sovereign Lord, for the day of the Lord is near. The Lord has prepared a sacrifice; he has consecrated those he has invited.”

 
The princes and the king’s sons and all those in the king’s palace (Mt 11:8) would be punished on the day of the Lord’s sacrifice. The leaders will be sacrificed. What was the practice of the leaders? They filled the temple of their gods with violence and deceit. Zephaniah means that the princes plundered the people with force and fraud.  Isn’t it fearful that God did not bend his justice to protect his own leaders? Isn’t it amazing that he offered his own princes as his sacrifice on the day of his vengeance against sin? Verses 8-9. “On the day of the Lord’s sacrifice I will punish the princes and the king’s sons and all those clad in foreign clothes. On that day I will punish all who avoid stepping on the threshold, who fill the temple of their gods with violence and deceit.” 


Verses 10-11. “On that day,” declares the Lord, “a cry will go up from the Fish Gate, wailing from the New Quarter, and a loud crash from the hills. Wail, you who live in the market district ; all your merchants will be wiped out, all who trade with silver will be ruined.” The New Quarter was the place where the wealthy people lived, the Fish Gate middle class, the marketplace merchants. The judgment would be impartial. The wealthy might complain that they just worked hard, and the middle class people would say they didn’t do anything big enough to be punished so severely. The merchants would say they just did business to serve the need of the people. But they ignored sin which was there with them. They just did what they needed. They didn’t care that God wasn’t there with them.


In other words God would punish those who were complacent. 1:12-13.  “At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps and punish those who are complacent, who are like wine left on its dregs, who think, ‘The Lord will do nothing, either good or bad.’ Their wealth will be plundered, their houses demolished. They will build houses but not live in them; they will plant vineyards but not drink the wine.” To make wine you are supposed to remove the dregs. If the dregs are left the wine is not going to be pure and will easily spoil. When the bottle is left on the table with no disturbance the dregs stay at the bottom and the wine looks good and the flavor is good. When you shake the wine left on its dregs it would taste like anything but wine. Those who are complacent are the people who settle down in false security which ignores sin. In the time of Josiah the nation experienced the revival of their religion, and these people took advantage of the time to do their own business. They looked down on the zealous and said to themselves, “The Lord will do nothing, either good or bad.’“ This is an incurable spiritual sickness. Verse 13 provides us a clue why they became so foolish. They had wealth. They had houses. They had their business and jobs. We think of the complacent in terms of laziness. But Zephaniah teaches us that they are rather busybodies, including those who found their escape in working hard. God said that he would search them with lamps, which stands for the word of God. May God’s word wake us up from our complacency to him who searches our hearts.
We should remember that Zephaniah was speaking to the people who were under the rule of the good king, Josiah. In the time of peace, during the time of the revival of their religion, they could have been wakened to God, as was Josiah. Instead they settled down in the God-provided peace becoming busy to fill up their pockets. But God wasn’t fooled by their cleverness. The great day of the Lord was coming. The day was coming to make a sudden end of them all. Josiah died in 609 B.C. and Jerusalem fell in 587 B.C. 1:14-18. “The great day of the Lord is near— near and coming quickly. Listen! The cry on the day of the Lord will be bitter, the shouting of the warrior there. That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness, a day of trumpet and battle cry against the fortified cities and against the corner towers. I will bring distress on the people and they will walk like blind men, because they have sinned against the Lord. Their blood will be poured out like dust and their entrails like filth. Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the Lord’s wrath. In the fire of his jealousy the whole world will be consumed, for he will make a sudden end of all who live in the earth.”

We should pray for Zephaniahs. He was an awakened soul. When the word of God came he could see that the praiseworthy reform of Josiah was like “wine left on its dregs”. So he spoke to his people, who were complacent in the reform, of the coming judgment. We like Billy Graham. We feel good seeing so many who come to the podium at his preaching. But how many of us really repent? Joseph Kennedy immediately recognized the popular young pastor, that he would be helpful for his son to become a President. Many young pastors took Billy Graham as a model for their successful ministry. Thank God for Billy Graham and for the many Christian leaders in this generation. But it’s time to pray for Zephaniahs. It’s time to do 1:1s—that is, grass roots work—so that even one person may wake up to God.


What is the foolish thing the people of Judah would do in the time of judgment? They will flock together. 2:1-2. “Gather together, gather together, O shameful nation, before the appointed time arrives and that day sweeps on like chaff, before the fierce anger of the Lord comes upon you, before the day of the Lord’s wrath comes upon you.” What does God say through Zephaniah? Let’s read 2:3.  “Seek the Lord, all you humble of the land, you who do what he commands. Seek righteousness, seek humility; perhaps you will be sheltered on the day of the Lord’s anger.”
III.  The Lord within her is righteous (2:4-3:7) 

God’s righteous judgment doesn’t mean that God will crush his own, as a violent father treats his children because he is upset with them. It rather means the declaration of God’s justice (Ro 3:26). Therefore on the day of God’s judgment on the sin of his people there would be judgment on the Philistines, on the sin which God in his forbearance had left unpunished. As a result the land of the Philistines will belong to the remnant of the house of Judah; there they will find pasture. Truly, unfathomable is the wisdom of God’s judgment! Immeasurable is the depth of his grace on his own! Amen, Lord! Come! 2:4-7.  “Gaza will be abandoned and Ashkelon left in ruins. At midday Ashdod will be emptied and Ekron uprooted.  Woe to you who live by the sea, O Kerethite people; the word of the Lord is against you, O Canaan, land of the Philistines. “I will destroy you, and none will be left.”  The land by the sea, where the Kerethites dwell, will be a place for shepherds and sheep pens. It will belong to the remnant of the house of Judah; there they will find pasture. In the evening they will lie down in the houses of Ashkelon. The Lord their God will care for them; he will restore their fortunes.”
On the day of God’s righteous judgment he will declare himself to be awesome. The Lord will be awesome to them when he destroys all the gods of the land of Moab and of the Ammonites. The nations on every shore will worship him, every one in its own land. 2:8-11. “I have heard the insults of Moab and the taunts of the Ammonites, who insulted my people and made threats against their land.  Therefore, as surely as I live,” declares the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, “surely Moab will become like Sodom, the Ammonites like Gomorrah— a place of weeds and salt pits, a wasteland forever. The remnant of my people will plunder them; the survivors of my nation will inherit their land.” This is what they will get in return for their pride, for insulting and mocking the people of the Lord Almighty. The Lord will be awesome to them when he destroys all the gods of the land. The nations on every shore will worship him, every one in its own land.”
On the day of God’s righteous judgment it will be declared that he alone is God and no other. His judgment will reach to the Cushites in Africa. He will demolish Assyria, which was considered invincible and permanent. 2:12-15. “You too, O Cushites, will be slain by my sword.”  He will stretch out his hand against the north and destroy Assyria, leaving Nineveh utterly desolate and dry as the desert.  Flocks and herds will lie down there, creatures of every kind. The desert owl and the screech owl will roost on her columns. Their calls will echo through the windows, rubble will be in the doorways, the beams of cedar will be exposed. This is the carefree city that lived in safety. She said to herself, “I am, and there is none besides me.” What a ruin she has become, a lair for wild beasts! All who pass by her scoff and shake their fists.”
Why does the Lord judge his own and others? Does he show off his ownership? Is he like the dictators in history who secured their power with scare tactics? 3:5 summarizes the answer: “The Lord within her is righteous; he does no wrong. Morning by morning he dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not fail, yet the unrighteous know no shame.” 3:7 sums up the same truth: “I said to the city, ‘Surely you will fear me and accept correction!’ Then her dwelling would not be cut off, nor all my punishments come upon her. But they were still eager to act corruptly in all they did.”
 In the demonstration of his justice he suffers. He bears the burden of his own, the shameless. 3:1-4. “Woe to the city of oppressors, rebellious and defiled!  She obeys no one, she accepts no correction. She does not trust in the Lord, she does not draw near to her God. Her officials are roaring lions, her rulers are evening wolves, who leave nothing for the morning. Her prophets are arrogant; they are treacherous men. Her priests profane the sanctuary and do violence to the law.”

There was a young boy who said, “I am glad that I’m not a sinner.” He said that when he heard God’s judgment on sinners. We tend to think of our own trouble when we hear the teaching about God’s judgment. Other times we entertain ourselves with the thoughts of the troubles of those who we do not like. But Zephaniah teaches us a different thing. When God judges the nations he wants his people to learn to fear the Lord. He wants them to fear him, for he is righteous and just. But the people of Judah were still eager to act corruptly in all they did. We have to learn that the Lord within us is righteous. We have to learn in our hearts that morning by morning he dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not fail, yet we know no shame. We should repent and seek his righteousness and his justice when we hear God’s judgment, rather than considering how to survive. That is the prophetic insight of Zephaniah. 3:5-7. “ The Lord within her is righteous; he does no wrong. Morning by morning he dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not fail, yet the unrighteous know no shame. “I have cut off nations; their strongholds are demolished. I have left their streets deserted, with no one passing through. Their cities are destroyed; no one will be left—no one at all.  I said to the city, ‘Surely you will fear me and accept correction!’ Then her dwelling would not be cut off, nor all my punishments come upon her. But they were still eager to act corruptly in all they did.”

IV.  At that time I will gather you; at that time I will bring you home (3:8-20)  

Therefore wait for me, declares the Lord, for there will be no place to escape. But the Lord will be our refuge. 3:8.  “Therefore wait for me,” declares the Lord, “for the day I will stand up to testify. I have decided to assemble the nations, to gather the kingdoms and to pour out my wrath on them— all my fierce anger. The whole world will be consumed by the fire of my jealous anger.”

This is what the Lord will accomplish on the day of his judgment. Read 3:9-10.  “Then will I purify the lips of the peoples, that all of them may call on the name of the Lord and serve him shoulder to shoulder. From beyond the rivers of Cush my worshipers, my scattered people, will bring me offerings.”
The day of God’s righteous judgment would be the day of the forgiveness of our sins and clothing us with his righteousness. 3:11. “On that day you will not be put to shame for all the wrongs you have done to me, because I will remove from this city those who rejoice in their pride. Never again will you be haughty on my holy hill.

God will create the remnants by his righteous judgment, those who rely on the righteousness from God alone. 3:12,13. “ But I will leave within you the meek and humble, who trust in the name of the Lord.  The remnant of Israel will do no wrong; they will speak no lies, nor will deceit be found in their mouths. They will eat and lie down and no one will make them afraid.”

Here comes the typical prophetic joy which has been surprising in every study of the Minor Prophets. As we meditate on the prophecy in 3:8-13, especially in verse 17, we gain an insight that Zephaniah was prophesying about the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. He saw the Lord before him and was rejoicing. He was introducing the Lord who was before the people of Judah in the time of the execution of the painfully righteous and just judgment of God. As we have examined he was the one who was suffering in the judgment of his people who invited trouble on themselves by their sin. But look at verse 17 again. Our Lord himself will rejoice with singing after he suffered so much. Gracious Lord! Kindness is his name!  Let us rejoice in the Lord, indeed!  3:14-17.  “Sing, O Daughter of Zion; shout aloud, O Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all your heart, O Daughter of Jerusalem!  The Lord has taken away your punishment, he has turned back your enemy. The Lord, the King of Israel, is with you; never again will you fear any harm. On that day they will say to Jerusalem, “Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands hang limp. The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.”

The final outcome of God’s judgment will be the creation of God’s people. The appointed feasts would be the time of burden and reproach and of sorrows until his judgment. On that day the Lord will remove the sorrows from the appointed feasts of his people. He will wipe their tears. There will be praises and honor. 3:18-20. “The sorrows for the appointed feasts I will remove from you; they are a burden and a reproach to you. At that time I will deal with all who oppressed you; I will rescue the lame and gather those who have been scattered. I will give them praise and honor in every land where they were put to shame. At that time I will gather you; at that time I will bring you home. I will give you honor and praise among all the peoples of the earth when I restore your fortunes before your very eyes,” says the Lord.

