
Theme. Zephaniah’s theme is coming, as in, something is sure to happen. We
anticipate things, many things, some good, some bad. Anticipating, waiting,
expecting—it’s all part of life. The kind of coming, though, that Zephaniah makes
his theme is the coming of the Lord, that day of the Lord’s return. God is preparing
now to return soon. The day approaches. Do not question it. God is not delaying
unduly. He has his reasons for his timing. But he is coming. Expect it. Anticipate it.
Prepare for it. And live for it.

Author. Zephaniah is unusual in beginning his book by elaborating his royal
lineage back to Judah’s good king Hezekiah. Zephaniah was not a king, although
his lineage suggests that he could have been. Instead, Zephaniah was a prophet in
Jerusalem, familiar with the temple’s religious services, and so likely an insider,
closely connected with the religious and royal authorities. Zephaniah’s breaking
prophetic form, to trace his lineage back to a famously good king of Judah, suggests
Zephaniah’s interest in impressing his readers with his insider status. Zephaniah
tells us that he prophesied during Josiah’s reign, which was between 640 and 609
B.C. Details within the book, like the predicted fall of Nineveh and frequent
references to the Law, when the Book of the Law remained lost until later in
Josiah’s reign, suggests a date later in that reign.

Context. Josiah’s reign was a time of much-needed reform within Judah.
Zephaniah would have grown up during the reigns of the evil Manasseh and his
equally evil son Amon, each of whom led Judah in shocking idolatry including
child sacrifice. Josiah instituted reforms, but Judah’s stain remained. The Judaeans
not only had their high places for idolatrous worship but were also bringing those
practices into God’s temple. Just four short years after Josiah’s reign ended,
Babylon would attack, beginning the first of Judah’s three successive defeats and
three waves into exile. So, Zephaniah was preaching during an only temporary
reform, as if too little, too late, in the face of the impending exile that Zephaniah
prophesied. Zephaniah’s insider status would have made his prophesies more
shocking than they otherwise would have been, if they had come from an outsider
like the shepherd prophet Amos.

Structure. Zephaniah’s brief, three-chapter book has a clear and helpful, two-part
structure. Zephaniah’s two-part structure begins with prophesies of God’s
impending judgment, compelling Judah to repent and reform. Zephaniah’s
prophesies call these coming judgments the day of the Lord, a phrase and concept
that Zephaniah invokes more than any other book in the Hebrew Bible. Zephaniah’s
second part foresees God preserving a faithful remnant, those who have trusted in
the Lord and will sing and shout for joy. The Lord will purify and save, rather than
judge, punish, and condemn, that remnant.



Key Events. Zephaniah begins his book with a prophesy of the Lord sweeping
away everything on the earth, all humankind including Judah and its capitol
Jerusalem filled with its idolatrous images. Zephaniah prophesies the specific
punishment of Judah’s rulers, merchants, complacent, and rich. In that day, God will
consume all people on earth for their wickedness. Chapter two gives the reader a
brief interlude, encouraging Judah to gather and humble itself before the Lord,
before Zephaniah returns to condemnations of Judah’s surrounding enemies, each
for God to destroy. Zephaniah’s final chapter returns to Jerusalem’s future, in which
the prophesy sees its future, too, destroyed for wickedness, although here the book
ends with the restoration of Israel’s righteous remnant, those whom God purifies
when having called on the name of the Lord.

Key Locations. Zephaniah focuses his prophecies on Judah and its capitol
Jerusalem, where plenty of evidence remained of the evil, idolatrous practices that
Manasseh and his son Amon had elevated. Zephaniah’s prophecies, though, cast a
wider net in condemning Judah’s warring neighbors Philistia, Moab, and Ammon,
and near neighbors Cush and Assyria, and an even wider net in condemning the
whole world. Zephaniah in his geographical references displays his insider,
Jerusalem-centered perspective, but one that is quite conscious of the condition of
surrounding nations and of the world, too.

Revelation of Christ. Zephaniah 3:14-15 is a wonderful revelation of the Lord
Jesus Christ. Believers, the passage exclaims, will rejoice with all their hearts that
the Lord, the King of Israel, has taken away our punishment. The King is with us so
that we never again fear any harm. Verse seventeen continues that the Lord our
God, who is with us, is the Mighty Warrior to save, desiring to delight over us with
his love. Jesus is our warrior whose mission among us, completed on the cross, is to
save. Zephaniah turned the hearts of his hearers to Jesus, mighty to save.

Application. Readers may find it easy to agree with Zephaniah, as he points his
finger at the hypocrisy of religious leaders and worshippers whose lives fill with sin
and idolatry. Pointing fingers at others, though, is never the core lesson of
application to draw. We must instead remove the plank from our own eye before
pointing out the speck in the eye of others, the smaller defect of others. Zephaniah
encourages us to examine our own worship, our own spirituality and religious
practices. We must remove any idolatry, those things that honor only ourselves, our
own strengths and accomplishments, or perhaps our own idolatrous creations, while
dishonoring God. Purify yourself, purify yourself. Remove all idolatry. Seek
humble reform before the Lord.



Memory Verses. 1:7: Be silent before the Sovereign Lord, for the day of
the Lord is near. 1:14: The great day of the Lord is near—near and coming quickly.
2:3: Seek the Lord, all you humble of the land, you who do what he commands. 3:5:
Morning by morning he dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not fail….
3:12: But I will leave within you the meek and humble. The remnant of Israel will
trust in the name of the Lord. 3:15: The Lord has taken away your punishment, he
has turned back your enemy. 3:17: “The Lord your God is with you, the Mighty
Warrior who saves. He will take great delight in you; in his love he will no longer
rebuke you but will rejoice over you with singing.”


