
When I was in high school and college,my sister and I hung out with a group of friends and
occasionally people would pair up and date each other in the group. The problem came when one
of those romantic relationships ended. There was an awkwardness every time those two people
were around each other. In the book of Zephaniah, Judah’s attitude is that of a people who used to
be in a relationship with God and now that they have decided to “see other gods,” so to speak
(Zeph. 1:4-5). They don’t really want to hear about him (3:2). They don’t even know how to be
around him. They know he’s there, but they have stopped talking to him and asking about him
(Zeph. 1:6). So this is not a book for the world, but for God’s people, particularly those who have
"turned back from following" him (1:6). Zephaniah's judgement oracle begins with the world (1:2-
3) before zeroing in on the unfaithful of Judah (1:4-14). And we need to hear this because today,
the warning to Jerusalem applies most directly to us, the church (cf. Heb. 12:22-24).We also need
to hear the solution Zephaniah proposes: “Seek the Lord” you who are humble and willing among
his people, seek his righteousness that “youmay be hidden on the day” his anger is revealed. The
New Testament explains how God’s wrath is revealed in the present time, as God gives stubborn
people over to their own wickedness and its downward spiral of consequences (Rom. 1:18ff) but it
also explains how Jesus “delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thes. 1:10).
1.A Cure for a Complacent People (1:1-18) - Zephaniah warned of a day when God would
"search Jerusalem with lamps" to find "men who are complacent" (1:12). Complacent people are
"marked by self-satisfaction especially when accompanied by unawareness of actual dangers or
deficiencies" (Merriam-Webster). These are the people who think God isn't really doing anything in
the world and the stakes of our choices aren't that high (1:12). God's solution for the complacent
Judah was to take away the things that they had built their lives around: their goods, their houses,
and their wine (1:12-13). "Neither their silver nor their gold shall be able to deliver them" (1:18).
This plundering would come at the hands of the Babylonians in 587 B.C., when they destroyed
Jerusalem and completed their conquest of Judah (cf. 2 Kings 25). In fact, Zephaniah specifies
three districts in the northern part of the city (1:10), the first area hit by the Babylonians as they
broke through the walls in 587B.C.. The historical fact of this judgment upon Judah should wake
the rest of us up to the reality that "each of us will give an account of himself to God" (Rom. 14:12).
The cure for complacency is accepting your accountability to God.
2.A Cure for a Shameless People (2:1—3:8) - Zephaniah opens his second chapter addressing
the "shameless nation" of Judah (2:1). Then he opens the third chapter calling Jerusalem the
"oppressing city" who "listens to no voice…accepts no correction…does not trust in the Lord" and
"does not draw near to her God" (3:1). The Lord's righteousness stands in stark contrast with the evil
in the city: "each dawn he does not fail; but the unjust knows no shame" (3:5). The coming
judgment on Judah would not be reversed, but he says, "perhaps youmay be hidden on the day"
the Babylonians execute God's wrath IF they 1) seek the Lord 2) seek righteousness, and 3) seek
humility (2:3). If they neededmore incentive to repent, they will soon watch all the nations around
themmeet a similar judgment (2:4-15), and the remnant of God's people will benefit from this
(2:7-9).What a humbling thought: despite the nation's past sin, those who turn will be blessed
because "the Lord their God will be mindful of them" (2:7). The cure for shamelessness is
humbling yourself before God, acknowledging your sin and seeking his mercy.
3.A Cure for a Fearful People (3:9-20) - These oracles of coming judgment might frighten
God's faithful people. But someday, after those judgments that were "near, near and hastening
fast" in Zephaniah's day (1:14), another time would come full of promise. In "that time" God
promised to purify the speech of people from every nation, so "that all of themmay call upon the
name of the Lord and serve him with one accord" (3:9). God will remove the proud from his people
but leave the humble in their midst to seek refuge in his name (3:11-12). In language reminiscent
of Psalm 23, Zephaniah says they will be shepherded by God, "they shall graze and lie down, and
none shall make them afraid" (3:13).We who trust in Christ are the Israel (Gal. 6:15-16; cf. Rom.
11; Gal. 3:26-29; Phil. 3:3) we are the people of Godmade up of many peoples (1 Pet. 2:9-10), and
we should take great consolation in the final paragraphs of Zephaniah where God declares his love
for us (Zeph. 3:14-20). First, we are commanded to sing, shout, and rejoice because the Lord has
removed our sins and lives in our midst (3:14-15). Then, in a verse O. Palmer Robertson calls the
John 3:16 of the Old Testament, we learn that God himself will rejoice and sing loudly, and "he will
quiet you by his love" (3:17). In between these bookends is the central message of the paragraph,
as Zephaniah tells us "you shall never again fear evil (3:15) and "Fear not, O Zion; let not your
hands grow weak" (3:16). The book closes with God dealing with oppressors and gathering a
people full of outcasts (3:19). The cure for fear is a relationship with God—to know him is to love him
and to love him, and "love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment" (1 Jn 4:18).

1 - Judgment on Judah - The chapter begins and
ends with global judgment, but in between, the
spotlight falls on unfaithful Judah & Jerusalem,
God's sacrifice (1:7-9) on the Day of the Lord.
2 - Judgment on the Nations - Let God's coming
judgment on all Judah's neighbors (2:4-15)
motivate the humble of the land to seek him (2:3).
3 - Restoration of Judah & the Nations - As the
judgment oracle ends (3:8), new hope rises for all
people (3:9-10), especially the remnant (3:11-20).

The book was written during the reign of Josiah
(Zeph. 1:1), the last great king of Judah, a leader
who "did what was right in the eyes of the Lord and
walked in all the way of David his father" (2 Kgs.
22:2). Josiah—who reigned from 640-609
B.C.—reformed Judah's religious life, bringing the
focus of the nation back to God's law following the
discovery of the book of law in 622 B.C. (2 Kgs. 22-
23). Zephaniah probably wrote before Josiah's
reforms, since the prophet's attacks on Judah's
unfaithfulness never mentions them. If this is true,
it would put the book somewhere between 609
and 622 B.C.

1. "day" - The Hebrew word for "day" (yom) is used
21 times in this short book, including 15 times in
the first chapter. Zephaniah speaks of "the day of
the Lord" and the day of his anger, among other
descriptions of that day. These phrases are
common prophetic names for a time when God
dramatically acts to bring judgment or deliverance.
It also sometimes refers to God's final judgment.
It is used at least once in each of these verses:
1:1,7,8,9,10,14,15,16,18; 2:2,3; 3:8,11,16
2. "midst" - The six uses of the word ("qereb") are
all in chapter three, translated either "within" (3:3,
5) or "midst" (3:11, 12, 15, 17). Judah has evil
men within them, but God is also in their midst.
He'll remove the evil but leave the lowly.
3. "earth" - Zephaniah declares twice that "all the
earth will be consumed" (1:18; 3:8) and God will
famish the "gods of the earth" (2:11). He will bring
an end to "all the inhabitants of the earth" (1:18)
but he'll also bring the renown of his people to "all
the earth" (3:19).
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3 KeyWords in Zephaniah

Key Verse: "The Lord your
God is in your midst, a mighty
one who will save; he will
rejoice over you with gladness;
he will quiet you by his love;
he will exult over you with
loud singing." Zeph. 3:17, ESV


