Zephaniah
Introduction

ZEP 1:1 The word of the LORD which came to Zephaniah son of Cushi, son of Gedaliah, son of Amariah, son of Hezekiah, in the days of Josiah son of Amon, king of Judah:

Josiah became King of Judah at 8 in 641/640 BC and reigned to 610/609 BC. This makes Zephaniah a contemporary with Jeremiah (who started his prophetic ministry c. 627 BC) and Nahum (c. 658-615). This is a period of announcing God’s Judgment upon Judah for continued disobedience and idolatry. Jeremiah announces judgment through the Babylonians (starting in 605 BC). King Josiah’s grandfather was the wicked King Manasseh, son of Hezekiah. King Amon reigned for only a year. Manasseh and Amon had been vassals of the Assyrians and were very apostate; the people in Judah were led to follow some of the idolatrous practices of the Assyrians. Josiah was a reformer, leading the people back toward serving the Lord. However, many in the priesthood were corrupt, and the people had developed corrupt worship habits over the many years.  

“Zephaniah” means Hid of the LORD; protected by the LORD; whom Jehovah hid; concealed in the Lord, watcher of the LORD; Treasured of Jehovah. Zephaniah is a name used by at least a couple of others, but the others mentioned in the Bible are priests.  We can see by his lineage that he is a great-great-grandson of Hezekiah. We have no internal evidence of his age at the time of his prophesies nor the exact date of his prophesies.  

Referring to the Zephaniah (a priest) in Jeremiah (21:1; 29:25, 29; 37:3; 52:24) and the ancestor Zephaniah mentioned in Zechariah 6:10, 14, who was probably the “Second Priest” mentioned in 2 Kings 25:18 as being carried away to Babylon, this preist Zephaniah would have been an opponent of the prophet Zephaniah.

There are 53 verses in the prophesy with no internal time-break of unity. We conclude that the entire prophesy was received and presented at the same time and as a unit. This does leave a single theological question in reference to the timing of the prophesy; was it early, mid-term, or late in King Josiah’s reign. The only real significance in the question is with regard to the destruction of the Assyrians and the city of Nineveh in Zeph. 2:13. If the prophesy is near the end of Josiah’s reign, it is almost like reporting the news since Nineveh was destroyed in 612 BC by Nebuchadnezzar – conceivably within Zephaniah’s lifetime. If the prophesy was given early in Josiah’s reign, it is remarkable in that while the power of the Assyrians was on the wane, they were still an influence in the culture of Judah, and Zephaniah’s prophesy would be a testimony certifying that of Nahum. If the prophesy was given in the mid-term of Josiah’s reign, Zephaniah’s prophesy is a testimony together with that of Jeremiah, a witness that Jeremiah should be listened to.

Given the flow of prophetic word from Nahum to Jeremiah, Zephaniah fits firmly in the midst. One can then follow the onward flow to Habakkuk, Daniel, and Ezekiel. The messages of these prophets have relevance to their times, not merely to the ages to come. I would personally see Zephaniah’s prophesy as fitting very nicely after Nahum and prior to Jeremiah, somewhere in the 639-630 BC timeframe.
Announcement of Judgment
ZEP 1:2-3 “I will completely remove all things from the face of the earth,” declares the LORD. 3 “I will remove man and beast; I will remove the birds of the sky and the fish of the sea, and the ruins along with the wicked; And I will cut off man from the face of the earth,” declares the LORD.

While the complete prophesy is one of judgement, these two verses summarize the scope. It is complete. This beginning announcement harkens back to Genesis 6:7 prior to the Flood. It sounds like God’s anger when He was ready to wipe out Israel and restart with Moses and his family or His anger expressed through Jeremiah and Ezekiel. If we take everything together, the fire of His judgment is destructive to all wickedness and evil but refining for the pure and holy. The language of complete removal of all things and “face of the earth” aligns closely with Genesis. There would be no hope at all unless we remember that God remembered Noah. The character of God contains immensity of grace.

In the whole counsel of God’s Word, we see this as reference to the final judgment found in Revelation.

Judgment upon Judah

ZEP 1:4-13 “So I will stretch out My hand against Judah and against all the inhabitants of Jerusalem. And I will cut off the remnant of Baal from this place, and the names of the idolatrous priests along with the priests.  5 “And those who bow down on the housetops to the host of heaven, and those who bow down and swear to the LORD and yet swear by Milcom, 6 and those who have turned back from following the LORD, and those who have not sought the LORD or inquired of Him.” 7 Be silent before the Lord GOD! For the day of the LORD is near, For the LORD has prepared a sacrifice, He has consecrated His guests. 8 “Then it will come about on the day of the LORD'S sacrifice That I will punish the princes, the king’s sons and all who clothe themselves with foreign garments. 9 “And I will punish on that day all who leap on the temple threshold, who fill the house of their lord with violence and deceit. 10 “On that day,” declares the LORD, “There will be the sound of a cry from the Fish Gate, A wail from the Second Quarter, and a loud crash from the hills. 11 “Wail, O inhabitants of the Mortar, for all the people of Canaan will be silenced; all who weigh out silver will be cut off. 12 “It will come about at that time that I will search Jerusalem with lamps, and I will punish the men who are stagnant in spirit, who say in their hearts, ‘The LORD will not do good or evil!’ 13 “Moreover, their wealth will become plunder and their houses desolate; yes, they will build houses but not inhabit them, and plant vineyards but not drink their wine.”

The cause of the Judgment is idolatry. The priests who are supposed to be leading worship to the LORD are actually serving Baal and Milcom, false gods of Canaan and Assyria. The princes (king’s sons) have robed themselves with symbols of false gods from foreign lands. Although King Josiah has sought to cleanse the land, the corruption is so deeply entrenched in the hearts of the people and the priests who were supposed to instruct them continues. Violence and deceit is occurring in the Temple of the Lord. Inhabitants of the land (Canaanites and aliens) are drawing God’s people away from serving Him and into idolatry.  The wealth, possessions, vineyards, and safety of their houses are forfeited. The guests of the Lord are the agents of judgment: the Babylonians. The people who have refused to be living sacrifices to worship Him will be the slain sacrifices of judgment. The land and the city of Jerusalem will be desolate and the former riches will enrich the agents of judgment.

The day of judgment is described in twelve ways: [1] the day of the LORD (verse 7), [2] the day of the LORD’s sacrifice (verse 8), [3] that day (verses 9 and 10), and [4] at that time (verse 12), [5] the great day of the LORD (verse 14), [6] a day of wrath (verse 15) or anger (verse 2:2), [7] a day of trouble and distress (verse 15), [8] a day of trouble and distress (verse 15), [9] a day of destruction and desolation (verse 15), [10] a day of darkness and gloom (verse 15), [11] a day of clouds and thick darkness (verse 15), and [12] a day of trumpet and battle cry (verse 16). These terms describe swiftness, severity, and certainty. Twelve is a number of fulfillment.
ZEP 1:14-18 Near is the great day of the LORD, near and coming very quickly; listen, the day of the LORD! In it the warrior cries out bitterly. 15 A day of wrath is that day, a day of trouble and distress, a day of destruction and desolation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness, 16 a day of trumpet and battle cry against the fortified cities and the high corner towers. 17 I will bring distress on men so that they will walk like the blind, because they have sinned against the LORD; and their blood will be poured out like dust and their flesh like dung. 18 Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to deliver them on the day of the LORD'S wrath; and all the earth will be devoured in the fire of His jealousy, for He will make a complete end, indeed a terrifying one, of all the inhabitants of the earth.

The description of the day of judgment is not bright or hopeful; rather, it is the exact opposite. It will be judgment that is general, yet thorough and detailed, affecting everybody from the top to the bottom of society. Nothing in the society or culture is left untouched.
Judgment upon the Surrounding Gentile Lands

Judah’s Enemies Fate
ZEP 2:1-3 Gather yourselves together, yes, gather, O nation without shame, 2 before the decree takes effect— the day passes like the chaff— before the burning anger of the LORD comes upon you, before the day of the LORD'S anger comes upon you. 3 Seek the LORD, all you humble of the earth Who have carried out His ordinances; seek righteousness, seek humility. Perhaps you will be hidden in the day of the LORD'S anger.

This general addressing the enemies of Judah, those had gleefully and unashamedly attacked whenever the opportunity had presented itself, are warned to repent quickly because this day of opportunity to repent will pass very quickly. The LORD’s anger is soon coming.

When Nebuchadnezzar came and conquered Judah, he also conquered these surrounding lands. For the most part, the people were either slain or carried off as slaves. The land of Judah and neighboring environs were left desolate with only a small population of nomadic shepherds. The walls of all the cities were knocked down and the housing destroyed. This started in 605 BC and was completed by 587 BC.

Verse 3 instructs “all you the humble of the earth” (implying that the day of the LORD’s anger extends beyond just the immediately surrounding nations), which are those who have sought to fulfill God’s Law written on their hearts, to seek Him, His righteousness, and to humble themselves. They can have hope of the LORD’s grace and His sparing them from His wrath.  Certainly, they already had the testimony of Jonah from over 100 years before. A stele had been raised in Nineveh over Jonah’s burial place which included the inscription from Jonah 4:2, “…for I knew that You are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness, and one who relents concerning calamity.” The Ninevites had repented and were spared. God, through Zephaniah, is repeating this offer.
Philistia
ZEP 2:4-7 For Gaza will be abandoned and Ashkelon a desolation; Ashdod will be driven out at noon and Ekron will be uprooted. 5 Woe to the inhabitants of the seacoast, the nation of the Cherethites! The word of the LORD is against you, O Canaan, land of the Philistines; and I will destroy you so that there will be no inhabitant. 6 So the seacoast will be pastures, with caves for shepherds and folds for flocks. 7 And the coast will be for the remnant of the house of Judah, they will pasture on it. In the houses of Ashkelon they will lie down at evening; for the LORD their God will care for them and restore their fortune.

The four cities comprising the entirety of Philistia are promised to be ruined. Indeed, the land became desolate for hundreds of years later. Following the Babylonian Empire, Philistia was a regular battleground between the Seleucids and the Ptolemies (see Daniel 11) and was included in Judea under the Roman occupation. Verse 7 is fulfilled during the Roman times until the time of the Jewish revolt in 70 AD.
Moab and Ammon

ZEP 2:8-11 “I have heard the taunting of Moab and the revilings of the sons of Ammon, with which they have taunted My people and become arrogant against their territory. 9 “Therefore, as I live,” declares the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, “Surely Moab will be like Sodom and the sons of Ammon like Gomorrah— a place possessed by nettles and salt pits, And a perpetual desolation. The remnant of My people will plunder them and the remainder of My nation will inherit them.” 10 This they will have in return for their pride, because they have taunted and become arrogant against the people of the LORD of hosts. 11 The LORD will be terrifying to them, for He will starve all the gods of the earth; and all the coastlands of the nations will bow down to Him, everyone from his own place.

Moab had refused to let Israel pass through on the way to the Promised Land and had tried to curse Israel, and both Moab and Ammon had had conflicts with Israel repeatedly through history. Moab was particularly guilty of pride against the Lord. They were supposed to reside as brothers and peaceable neighbors. Their utter destruction is predicted even as Sodom and Gomorrah, becoming a land of weeds and salt pits – i.e., useless for farming, and their idol gods wiped out of man’s memory. They were arrogant against the Lord and His people, so God returns His judgment upon them. It remains a wasteland today.
Cush

ZEP 2:12 “You also, O Ethiopians, will be slain by My sword.”

The Ethiopians, as a vassal state of Egypt, raised an army that joined with the Egyptians against the Babylonians. The army was utterly wiped out. Egypt was subdued.
Assyria
ZEP 2:13-15 And He will stretch out His hand against the north and destroy Assyria, and He will make Nineveh a desolation, parched like the wilderness. 14 Flocks will lie down in her midst, all beasts which range in herds; both the pelican and the hedgehog Will lodge in the tops of her pillars; birds will sing in the window, desolation will be on the threshold; For He has laid bare the cedar work. 15 This is the exultant city which dwells securely, who says in her heart, “I am, and there is no one besides me.” How she has become a desolation, a resting place for beasts! Everyone who passes by her will hiss and wave his hand in contempt.

God had pronounced judgment upon Nineveh through Jonah over 100 years before, yet relented concerning its destruction when every man, woman, and child from the king to the lowest servant repented at the pronouncement of Jonah. Nevertheless, other prophesies of judgment on Assyria and its capital, Nineveh, demonstrated the judgment was merely delayed. The religious practices of the Assyrians were not only idolatrous, they were polluting God’s people. They had introduced cult prostitutes and shrines to idol gods into the Land. Although Josiah was seeking to cleanse the land (2 Kings 23:4-5), the idol practices were very entrenched.

At the time of Zephaniah‘s prophesy, Assyria was still in power over Judah and the kingdom of Israel had been long vanquished and the people distributed throughout the Assyrian Empire. Now through Zephaniah, the word is repeated. The Assyrians will be vanquished and Nineveh will be made a desolation. With the glory of Nineveh even in its decline, its destruction would have been unimaginable to the people of the day. However, in 612 BC, the Babylonians overcame the Assyrians and utterly destroyed Nineveh. We don’t know, but perhaps Zephaniah was alive to see its demise.
Judgment upon Jerusalem
ZEP 3:1-8 Woe to her who is rebellious and defiled, the tyrannical city! 2 She heeded no voice, She accepted no instruction. She did not trust in the LORD, She did not draw near to her God. 3 Her princes within her are roaring lions, her judges are wolves at evening; they leave nothing for the morning. 4 Her prophets are reckless, treacherous men; her priests have profaned the sanctuary. They have done violence to the law. 5 The LORD is righteous within her; He will do no injustice. Every morning He brings His justice to light; He does not fail. But the unjust knows no shame. 6 “I have cut off nations; their corner towers are in ruins. I have made their streets desolate, with no one passing by; their cities are laid waste, without a man, without an inhabitant. 7 “I said, ‘Surely you will revere Me, Accept instruction.’ So her dwelling will not be cut off According to all that I have appointed concerning her. But they were eager to corrupt all their deeds. 8 “Therefore wait for Me,” declares the LORD, “For the day when I rise up as a witness. Indeed, My decision is to gather nations, To assemble kingdoms, To pour out on them My indignation, all My burning anger; for all the earth will be devoured by the fire of My zeal.

Jerusalem (She) is guilty of harboring and encouraging those who promoted idolatry – rebellion against the LORD. Moreover, the leadership of Jerusalem (especially under King Manasseh) promoted, even insisted on, idolatrous and corrupt practices throughout the land. The charges are clear in verse 2, “(a) She heeded no voice. (b) She accepted no instruction. (c) She did not trust in the LORD. (d) She did not draw near to her God.” This results in leadership that is predatory on the poor and servants among the people in total violation of the Law of the Lord.

The Lord is a righteous judge; His judgment is sure. Nothing is hidden from Him. He has judged all of the nations of the earth, how much more He judges His people who were given the Law, but willingly rebel. Jerusalem and Judah have the testimony of what happened to the Kingdom of Israel, carried away into captivity by the Assyrians in 722 BC.

The Lord says, “Accept instruction!” It is a last warning to repent. Nineveh had repented and been spared following the message of Jonah. Jerusalem needs to do the same…but the Lord laments, “But they were eager to corrupt all their deeds.”

The Day of Joy

ZEP 3:9-11 “For then I will give to the peoples purified lips, that all of them may call on the name of the LORD, to serve Him shoulder to shoulder. 10 “From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia My worshipers, My dispersed ones, will bring My offerings. 11 “In that day you will feel no shame because of all your deeds by which you have rebelled against Me; for then I will remove from your midst your proud, exulting ones, and you will never again be haughty on My holy mountain.

For the scattered remnant people, the Lord will give them purified lips that will speak thee truth. They will worship the Lord in unison. Though they have been scattered to the south and the north, they will return to bring true offerings to the Lord. The Lord will have removed their defiant pride so they will never again turn to idolatry.

The Lord addresses the peoples, indicating that He is speaking to all peoples, not merely those of Judah. Thus, the phrase “dispersed ones” refers to the dispersion from Babel to the ends of the earth, not just a dispersion from the Holy Land. At Babel, the people were seeking to build a tower into heaven to make themselves equal with God; in the end, they will worship the Lord in humility. “In that day” refers to the time of God gathering together what He had dispersed.

Does this passage refer to the time of restoration of Israel from Babylon? Does it refer to the time of the Millennium? The latter seems to be indicated.

Remnant in Israel

ZEP 3:12-13 “But I will leave among you a humble and lowly people, and they will take refuge in the name of the LORD. 13 “The remnant of Israel will do no wrong and tell no lies, nor will a deceitful tongue be found in their mouths; for they will feed and lie down with no one to make them tremble.” 

So among all of the peoples gathered, there will be the remnant of Israel, also humble and lowly, living lives of godly examples: no lies, no deceit, no wrong, and no fear of others – an example of reverence for the Lord.
Rejoicing of a Saved People
ZEP 3:14-20 Shout for joy, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! 15 The LORD has taken away His judgments against you, He has cleared away your enemies. The King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you will fear disaster no more. 16 In that day it will be said to Jerusalem: “Do not be afraid, O Zion; Do not let your hands fall limp. 17 The LORD your God is in your midst, a victorious warrior. He will exult over you with joy, He will be quiet in His love, He will rejoice over you with shouts of joy. 18 I will gather those who grieve about the appointed feasts—they came from you, O Zion; The reproach of exile is a burden on them. 19 Behold, I am going to deal at that time with all your oppressors, I will save the lame and gather the outcast, and I will turn their shame into praise and renown in all the earth. 20 At that time I will bring you in, even at the time when I gather you together; indeed, I will give you renown and praise among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes before your eyes,” Says the LORD.

Now the King of Israel, the Messiah, the LORD, will be in the midst of/with the people. No more disasters will occur, and the people will reverence the LORD rather than fear oppressors or destruction. The lame, outcasts, the lowly, the despised, will be gathered together in exuberant praise. There will be prosperity for all. This is the time of the Millennial Reign.
