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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1
Zephaniah announced his theme at once, following his identification of himself as God's spokesman (Zephaniah 1:1), that being the universal final judgment of the whole world (Zephaniah 1:2,3). Would the Jews escape the terrors of that day? Certainly not! Passing from the general to the specific, a device which Dummelow described as being in harmony with the "genius of the Semitic mind,"[1] Zephaniah detailed the effect of the judgment upon Judah and Jerusalem (Zephaniah 1:4-7) and pointed out that it would fall heavily upon sinners of every rank (Zephaniah 1:8-13). The terrible day of the Lord will burst suddenly upon the whole earth and all of its inhabitants (Zephaniah 1:14-18).

Zephaniah 1:1
"The word of Jehovah which came unto Zephaniah, the son of Cushi, the son of Gedaliah, the son of Amariah, the son of Hezekiah, in the days of Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah."
See the introduction for full discussion of this superscription which is received by this writer as genuine and Zephaniah's own claim of divine authority for what is included in his prophecy. All subjective, imaginative, unscientific objections to this view have been proved to be worthless.

It appears to be quite obvious that Zephaniah's reason for including so many of his ancestors in this verse was for the purpose of indicating his royal descent from the good king Hezekiah of Judah. It is barely possible that there could have been another reason. His father was Cushi, which means "an Ethiopian or a Cushite."[2] The offspring resulting from a Hebrew girl's marrying a foreigner "would not have been accepted in the Jewish community unless he could show a pure Jewish pedigree for at lease three generations (Deuteronomy 23:8)."[3] That also could have entered into this unusual inclusion of four of his forbears in Zephaniah's superscription.

There are many internal evidences that require us to believe that the portion of Josiah's long reign of 39 years during which the prophet delivered his message was the first part, before the reforms.

Verse 2
"I will utterly consume all things from off the face of the ground, saith Jehovah."
"This is a proclamation of the universal judgment of God."[4] "Ground," as rendered in this verse would be more clearly rendered "earth" as in the Revised Standard Version." I will utterly sweep everything from the face of the earth, says the Lord." This is an assertion of God's sovereign right and power (also his intention) to judge the whole earth (not land, as in the King James Version)."[5]
Eakin pointed out that the Hebrew in this passage literally means: "I will cut off mankind ([~'adam]) from the face of the earth ([~'adamah])."[6] This is extremely illuminating, for it reveals that the primeval sentence upon Adam for his rebellion against God, which, of course, was death, would at last be executed in the final judgement and destruction of Adam in the person of his total posterity, the unique exceptions being the redeemed in Christ.

"Saith Jehovah ..." In the proclamation of final and universal judgment, "The prophet is merely the vehicle of the Divine announcement."[7] "Those who would tell us that Zephaniah's prophetic insight came merely from an informed political prognosticator, do so only by ignoring the prophet's claim."[8] The message is from God, not from Zephaniah.

Verse 3
"I will consume man and beast; I will consume the birds of the heavens, and the fishes of the sea, and the stumbling blocks with the wicked; and I will cut off man from the face of the ground, saith Jehovah."
"The birds of the heavens ... fishes of the sea ..." Even that life which survived the divine judgement of the great flood would be included in the final destruction. By such an emphasis as this, Zephaniah shows that, "The approaching judgment will be general over all the earth, and as terrible as the judgment of the flood (Genesis 6:7)."[9]
"I will cut off man from the face of the ground, saith Jehovah ..." (See Eakin's comment on this sentence given under Zephaniah 1:2, above.) Barnes translated as follows:

"I will cut off the whole race of man from the face of the earth, saith the Lord" ... All this shall be fulfilled in the Day of Judgment, and all other fulfillment's are earnests of the final judgment."[10]
As Hailey warned, "This all-embracing declaration is not to be explained away simply as hyperbole."[11] That the race of Adam, running wild in their rebellion against God, will most surely be eventually terminated is, in fact, the theme of the entire Bible. True, God promised death to Adam "in the day" that he rebelled; but what is that day? It is the current dispensation, as indicated in the writer of brew's reference to this whole period as "the seventh day," the very day in which Adam sinned (Hebrews 4:4-6). An understanding of this also explains why this judgment is always spoken of by the prophets as being "at hand." Moreover, all of the lesser judgments that have fallen, throughout history, upon Israel, Judah, Babylon, Assyria, Jerusalem, and Rome, etc., are but tokens and reminders of the eventual catastrophe that God has promised as the termination of his Operation Adam! One of these lesser judgments, which Zephaniah would immediately expound, was upon Judah and Jerusalem; and all of them are like the ultimate Judgment in that man himself is to blame for them because of his sin and wickedness.

Verse 4
"And I will stretch out my hand upon Judah, and upon all the inhabitants of Jerusalem; and I will cut off the remnant of Baal from this place, and the name of the Chemarin with the priests."
"I will stretch out my hand upon Judah ..." The popular misunderstanding of the Judgment Day among the Jews regarded it as a day of personal triumph for themselves over their Gentile enemies, an error Amos had sought to correct a century prior to Zephaniah (Zephaniah 5:18-20). It was therefore necessary for Zephaniah to warn Judah that they would not escape divine judgment while living in rebellion against the Lord. All the world is wicked; but, "The sin of God's people is worst of all, precisely because they are God's people. As Peter has it, 'Judgment must begin at the house of God' (1 Peter 4:17)."[12]
"Cut off the remnant of Baal ..." Reid thought that, "This implies that reform had begun,"[13] but such an implication is not in the passage at all. As a matter of fact, some translate it, "The vestige of Baal"; and as Taylor noted (see introduction) it does not require the deduction that only a vestige of Baal remained, having rather the meaning that, even the last vestiges of Baal will be rooted out. Furthermore, many ancient authorities render this place "the name of Baal," including the Septuagint,[14] thus making it parallel with the "name of the Chemarin" in the next clause. Thus, no valid argument for dating Zephaniah after Josiah's reform can be made from this.

"And the name of the Chemarin with the priests ..." "Chemarin is the usual Aramaic word for priest, which comes from a root whose meaning is 'to be black.'"[15] "It means 'black-robed' and is applied to idolatrous priests (2 Kings 23:5; Hosea 10:5)."[16]
Verse 5
"And them that worship the host of heaven upon the housetops; and them that worship and swear to Jehovah and swear by Malcam."
These verses (Zephaniah 1:4-6) give the reasons why God's judgment would fall upon Judah. They might all be summed up in a word, "apostasy" from the knowledge and worship of God.

"Worship the host of heaven ..." Astrology and the worship of the sun, moon, and stars, as practiced by the Assyrians and Babylonians, became common among Jewish idolaters (2 Kings 23:11; Jeremiah 19:13,32,29; Ezekiel 8:16). As Stephen said, "God turned and gave them up to serve the host of heaven" (Acts 7:42).

"And swear by Jehovah and swear by Malcam ..." Worshipping God and any other god, or anything else, adds up to apostasy. The Jews did in fact mention the true God, but in the same breath they honored and served Baal, Malcam, and other pagan deities. Hanke and other scholars have identified the "Malcam" of this passage with "Molech, a Semitic deity honored by the sacrifices of children."[17] Our Lord himself made it plain that one cannot serve "two masters" (Matthew 6:24).

The syncretism of ancient Israel in their foolish efforts to worship both the true God and the pagan deities has its counterpart in our own society today. As Gill noted: "The Assyrian worship of the planets has infected the people of God in their preoccupation with horoscopes."[18] Christianity today is likewise seeking a peaceful co-existence and accommodation with Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, etc. "The World Council of Churches is itself a form of religion syncretism."[19] Colin W. Williams, dean of the Yale Divinity school stated that, "What is true for the Buddhist in his situation may be as valid for him as mine is for me"; and Max Therian, speaking before the World Council in New Delhi, affirmed that truth and charity were taught by both Mohammed and Jesus, declaring that both are "recognized as Master and Prophet."[20] Such views are totally wrong; "There is none other name under heaven given among men whereby we must be saved."

Of all the pagan deities, none was any more despicable than Molech; and Israel's participation in his worship is Biblically attested in the fact that at least three of their kings engaged in it (Ahab, 1 Kings 16:34; Ahaz, 2 Kings 16:3, and Manasseh (2 Kings 21:6). Jeremiah responded to such a situation with the ironic question:

"Will ye steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense unto Baal, and walk after other gods, and come and stand before Me in this house, which is called by my name, saying, we are delivered to do these abominations?" (Jeremiah 7-8-10).

Such also are Christians who fancy, "That they can serve together the world and the Lord Jesus Christ, and please two masters, God and Mammon."[21]
Verse 6
"And them that are turned back from following Jehovah; and those that have not sought Jehovah, nor inquired after him."
This is addressed to the vast company of the irreligious who have given up all pretense of serving God or of manifesting any concern whatever regarding God's will. Taylor stated that this verse might properly be rendered thus: "The wicked, in the pride of his countenance, does not go to church."[22]
Verse 7
"Hold thy peace at the presence of the Lord Jehovah; for the day of Jehovah is at hand: for Jehovah hath prepared a sacrifice, he hath consecrated his guests."
"Hold thy peace ..." Jamieson rendered this, "Let the earth be silent at God's approach,"[23] similar to the words in Habakkuk 2:20. He also gave Calvin's comment on this place, thus:

"Thou, whosoever who has been wont to speak against God, as if he had no care about earthly affairs, cease thy murmurs and self-justifications; submit thyself to God, and repent in time."

"The day of the Lord is at hand ..." All of the judgments of God are "at hand," whether partial and specific, as in the case of the approaching destruction of Judah, or that eventual day, that Day when Jesus Christ shall appear as the Judge of all men. In the case of the destruction of Judah, it was "at hand" in the most immediate sense. "Zephaniah's prophecy of the doom of Israel was fulfilled less than forty years later in the fall of Jerusalem and the great exile."[24] The final Judgment is "at hand" in that it will be the terminal of the Adamic race upon the earth, and toward which the human family is madly rushing in full and reckless speed. In the dispensational sense, this is still the day in which Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit. All of the prophets spoke of the final judgment as "at hand."

"Jehovah hath prepared a sacrifice ..."
"This sacrifice is the Jewish nation; those who are invited to the sacrificial meal are not beasts and birds of prey, as in Ezekiel 39:17, but the nations which God has consecrated to war that they may consume Jacob (Jeremiah 10:25)."[25]
God's ownership and employment of the destroying nations called to punish Judah is the same here as in Matthew 22:7 where Jesus indicated the same thing regarding the Roman armies that would destroy Jerusalem, saying, "The king was wroth, and sent his armies and destroyed those murderers and burned their city."

It is annoying that so many commentators go out of their way in these verses to tell how Zephaniah believed that the destruction of Jerusalem was about to take place by the Scythians, paying lip service to the allegation that Zephaniah was no prophet at all, but merely an astute political prognosticator. As a matter of truth, Herodotus' vague story does not mention Judah at all, nor is there the slightest proof that Zephaniah ever heard of the Scythians. If Zephaniah, in reality foretold the destruction of Jerusalem by the Scythians, who could believe that the Jews gathered up the words of his prophecy and preserved them in the sacred Canon for over 25 centuries? Dean's comment is:

"The vague account of Herodotus (i. 105) gives no support to the assertion that the Scythians. invaded Palestine in Josiah's reign; nor is there a trace of knowledge of such irruption in either Zephaniah or Jeremiah."[26]
As Ironside said, this "sacrificial feast" with Judah as the victim strongly reminds us of the "Supper of the great God (Revelation 19:17,18)";[27] thus indicating that the immediate judgment about to fall on Jerusalem and the ultimate Final Judgment are one, the first being a token of the ultimate.

Verse 8
"And it shall come to pass in the day of Jehovah's sacrifice, that I will punish the princes and the king's sons and all such as are clothed with foreign apparel."
"Punish the princes and the king's sons ..." Some have professed to find a difficulty here, because Josiah, who was under the age of twenty at the time we believe Zephaniah was written would not have had any children in the times of Zephaniah old enough to fall under the criticism given here. However, "The Septuagint translation used 'house of the king' here, and that may be more accurate."[28] If that should not be allowed, "the king's sons" might refer to the sons of preceding kings who would still have been living when Zephaniah wrote. Another possibility is that Zephaniah here spoke of Judah in a general sense, not focusing upon the reign of Josiah at all. Certainly a number of "king's sons" died without mercy during God's terrible judgment upon Judah. For example, Zedekiah who was carried away to Babylon saw his sons put to death before his eyes, and then he himself was blinded by the barbarous Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 25:1-7).

"Such as are clothed with foreign apparel ..." It is hard to believe that God would have punished his people for any innocent preference of one kind of clothing or another; so what is meant here is that something most shameful and reprehensible was involved in the wearing of the "foreign apparel" here mentioned. "Grotius said this refers to clothing forbidden by the law, e.g., men's garments worn by women, and vice versa, a heathen usage in the worship of Mars and Venus (Deuteronomy 2:5)."[29] By aping the popular fashions of Assyria and other pagan nations, the leaders of the people were also showing their willingness to receive the philosophy and morals of the pagans. It is only a small step between accepting the dress of pagans and accepting their teachings.

Verse 9
"And in that day will I punish all that leap over the threshold, that fill their master's house with violence and deceit."
Some have tried to make "leap over the threshold" here a reference to some pagan custom; but we believe that Barnes was correct in viewing the second clause as an explanation of the first.

"Neither language, nor history, nor context allow this to be understood of the idolatrous customs of Ashdod. The same persons who "leap over the threshold" are those who "fill their master's house with violence."[30]
We believe Hailey was correct: "it is more plausible that the term had become a common term for burglary and thievery."[31]
Despite our preference for the views of such writers as Hailey and Barnes on this passage, the possibility remains that some pagan significance might have pertained to leaping over the threshold. Eakin noted that:

"The threshold was judged in antiquity to be the abode of a demon (or demons), thus a place of particular danger. In Roman times this belief found expression in the protective carrying of a bride across the threshold."[32]
Verse 10
"And in that day, saith Jehovah, there shall be the noise of a cry from the fish gate, and a wailing from the second quarter, and a great crashing from the hills. Wail, ye inhabitants of Maktesh; for all the people of Canaan are undone; all they that are laden 'with silver are cut off."
"The fish gate ..." This was one of the north entrances to Jerusalem (Nehemiah 3:1-6). The second quarter was where Huldah the prophetess lived (2 Kings 22:14). Maktesh is not elsewhere mentioned in the Bible. Perhaps all of these places were in the north sector of the city, indicating that the invasion would come from the north. "The hills ..." probably refers to the terrain upon which the city was built.

"All the people of Canaan are undone ..." This is not a reference to the original Canaanites, but to the Jews who had adopted the customs, the clothing, the religion, and the immorality of the old Canaanites, thus becoming in themselves another Canaan. The word for "Canaan" may also be translated Phoenician or trafficker. (See under Hosea 12:7 for further discussion of this.) It was the shameful wickedness of the original Canaanites that caused God to remove them from the land and to re-populate the area with Israel; now that Israel had themselves become "Canaan," God had no choice but to remove them also.

Verse 12
"And it shall come to pass at that time, that I will search Jerusalem with lamps; and I will punish the men that are settled on their lees, that say in their heart, Jehovah will not do good, neither will he do evil."
"I will search Jerusalem with lamps ..." Here is the reason why ancient and mediaeval artists depicted Zephaniah as the man with a lamp or candle, thus missing the main point that it is not Zephaniah who will search Jerusalem, but the Lord God Almighty. This verse deals particularly with people who hide from responsibility; and the thrust of it is that God will find and punish them anyway. In the fall of Jerusalem depicted here, it doubtless happened exactly as it did in 70 A.D., an event described by Josephus:

"Princes and priests and chieftains were dragged from sewers, pits, caves, and tombs, where they had hidden themselves in fear of death, and were mercilessly slain wherever they were found."[33]
"I will punish the men that are settled on their lees ..." As explained in the next clause, these were the people who were totally indifferent to God, the practical atheists who did not take God into account as either a plus or minus factor in their lives. They simply lived as if God were not.

The figure of being "settled on their lees" is most appropriate. Laetsch commented on it thus:

"Judah had settled down on its dregs and impurities (the "lees" is the solid waste that settles to the bottom in the wine-making process; and unless the wine is periodically removed from these, it is ruined), until the lusts of its wicked flesh had completely permeated the good wine of sanctification and obedience to the Lord and had changed God's chosen people to a nation of hardened iniquity, equaling and surpassing the Gentiles in moral impurities, shameless vices, and self-satisfied lip-service."[34]
The classical comment of George Adam Smith has also been cited by many commentators in this context:

"We have today the same mass of obscure, nameless persons, who oppose their almost unconquerable inertia against all vital religion. The great causes of God and humanity are not defeated by the hot assaults of the devil, but by the slow, crushing, glacier-like mass of thousands and thousands of indifferent nobodies. God's causes are never destroyed by being blown up, but by being sat upon."[35]
This figure of being settled "on their lees," described by Taylor as, "perhaps the most striking in the whole book,"[36] was also used by Jeremiah:

"Moab hath been at ease from his youth, and he hath settled on his lees, and hath not been emptied from vessel to vessel, neither hath he gone into captivity: therefore his taste remaineth in him, and his scent is not changed (Jeremiah 48:11)."

In a word, the Judah of Zephaniah's day was permeated by a large class of those revealed in the New Testament as Laodiceans, "neither cold nor hot," and fit only to be spat out.

Verse 13
"And their wealth shall become a spoil, and their houses a desolation: yea, they shall build houses, but shall not inhabit them; and they shall plant vineyards, but shall not drink the wine thereof."
Language of this kind was often used by the prophets to described the kind of destruction that was in store for Judah. A military disaster would overwhelm them.

Verse 14
"The great day of Jehovah is near, it is near and hasteth greatly, even the voice of the day of Jehovah; the mighty man crieth there, bitterly."
The blatant and persistent sins of the chosen people were "the voice" that proclaimed the near approach of judgment; and, if it was true of ancient Judah, is it not also true that when the same wickedness is rampant in the whole world that such is "the voice" of the approaching final Judgment of all men? Of course it is.

"We live in times when these "signs" are all about us. Whether they portend the declining days of our culture and the beginning of another era, or the soon coming of the "Final Day" is irrelevant. In either case, we would be fools not to share with the prophets (of both Testaments) the sense of urgent need for preparation and repentance."[37]
This 14th verse, and to the end of the chapter, is a detailed enlargement upon the terrors of eternal judgment, presented in the hope of breaking through the persistent indifference and complacency of the people of God.

Verse 15
"That day is a day of wrath, a day of trouble and distress, a day of wasteness and desolation, a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness."
The Vulgate rendition of the first two phrases is Dies Irae, Dies Illa, the title and opening line of the famous mediaeval hymn by Thomas of Celano, sung by churches all over the world as a solemn Requiem. The translation of the hymn is itself an appropriate commentary on this whole passage:

"Day of wrath! O day of mourning!

See fulfilled the prophet's warning,

Heaven and earth in ashes burning!

O what fear man's bosom rendeth

When from heav'n the Judge descendeth,

On whose sentence all dependeth!

Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth;

Through earth's sepulchres it ringeth;

All before the throne it bringeth.

Death is struck, and nature quaking,

All creation awaking,

To its Judge an answer making."<37a>

Verse 16
"A day of the trumpet and alarm, against the fortified cities, and against the high battlements."
All of the places of human security will be useless in the day of God's judgment, whether in a local and specific judgment like that which came upon Judah forty years after Zephaniah, or in the day of great terror that is prophesied to conclude human habitation of the earth. The only true security is in the knowledge and service of God.

Verse 17
"And I will bring distress upon men, that they shall walk like blind men, because they have sinned against Jehovah; and their blood shall be poured out as dust, and their flesh as dung."
Modern men reject any conception of an eternal judgment, but in doing so they overlook one thing. Christ, the sovereign head of our holy religion, emphatically endorsed and expanded the very conception that is found here in Zephaniah and in the other prophets. The reason for the universal destruction accompanying that day is the rebellion of men against their God and Creator. In rejecting the very reason for which they were created, men, as a result, lose all cosmic and eternal value. Their blood and flesh alone, unadorned by a soul in tune with God, becomes as worthless as dust, fit only for a sewer. This verse is a promise that God will enforce such a judgment upon the wicked.

Verse 18
"Neither their silver nor their gold shall be able to deliver them in the day of Jehovah's wrath; but the whole land shall be devoured by the fire of his jealousy; 'for he will make an end, yea, a terrible end, of all them that dwell in the land."
"Neither their silver nor their gold ..." All of the material things upon which men set their hearts are worthless in any eternal sense. The great judgment of God will not be conducted upon the basis or what any man has, but upon the basis of what he is, and whether or not he loves and serves God.

"Whole land shall be devoured by fire ..." The apostle Peter elaborated this description of the earth's destruction by fire in 2 Peter 3:10-13, a thing that the apostle most surely would not have done without the certain knowledge that what he wrote was in full harmony with the will and teachings of the Saviour of all men.

"End ... of all them that dwell in the land ..." Our version (American Standard Version) is weak in this passage. The Revised Standard Version is surely correct in the rendition, "In the fire of his jealous wrath, all the earth shall be consumed; for a full, yea, sudden end, he will make of all the inhabitants of the earth." It is thus clear that the final judgment is in view, for the totality of men will be involved in it. It is a marvel to some that Zephaniah seems to confuse the end of Judah and the end of the world; but, as Carson noted: "The near and the distant often merge as the prophets survey the horizon of events. Events which are historically separate are often seen in a timeless sequence." [38]
The powerful message of these final verses of Zephaniah 1 should be heeded by all men. God's eternal judgment will most certainly occur. There will be a time in history when the Son of Man shall suddenly appear in the vault of heaven with ten thousand of his angels, taking vengeance upon them that know not God and obey not the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. It will a time of "bad news" for Adam's rebellious race. "All the tribes of the earth shall mourn over him when they see the Son of man coming with the clouds of heaven in power and great glory" (Matthew 24:29,30). All of the smooth infidels who have scoffed at holy religion will dramatically discover their fatal error, and the mightiest of all the earth shall scream for the rocks and mountains to fall upon them and hide them from the face of the Lamb and from him that sitteth upon the throne, a throne which they would not believe even existed!

Yes, preaching on the theme of Eternal Judgment has been grossly abused; and, as Edgar said:

"Fear that we may be classed with those melodramatic preachers who delight to portray the tortures of the damned have too easily made us forget this whole dimension of Biblical preaching."[39]
Nevertheless, our fears of human disapproval ought not to interfere with loyalty in regard to what Jesus Christ himself plainly taught. There can be no faithfulness to Christ without preaching the doctrine of Eternal Judgment.

The thunders of the Great Assize most certainly reverberate throughout the dramatic chapters of Zephaniah.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1
The first three verses of this chapter must be understood in the light of the first chapter. Zephaniah established the theme of the whole prophecy as the judgment of all mankind (Zephaniah 1:1-3), and devoted the rest of the chapter to the judgment of Jerusalem and Judah, using terminology that includes glimpses of both the final judgment of all men, and the more immediate and particular judgment of Jerusalem. "He now exhorts the righteous to seek the Lord and strive after righteousness an humility, that they may be hidden in the day of the Lord"[1] (Zephaniah 2:1-3). "These verses have the utility of distinguishing the remnant from the nation, which is not desired."[2] The stern tone of these verses is criticized by some because there is no mention of God's mercy; but as Carson said, "We are not to understand that Zephaniah thought otherwise than that all our hopes of ultimate salvation begin in the mercy and grace of God."[3] Early nineteenth century critics in support of their subjective attacks upon the integrity of the prophecy usually removed these three verses as an interpolation or insisted that they were addressed to the Philistines;[4] but such attacks upon the prophecy were incapable of being accepted. John D. W. Watts (1975), a highly respected, present-day scholar has this:

"(The passage) is addressed to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. The people of God are usually called "a people" and the word "nation" is used mainly for the heathen so that it became a synonym for heathen. But here Jerusalem is deliberately classed with foreign nations, as in Zephaniah 3:1-7. It had become so foreign in its ways that it seemed to belong more to them than to God."[5]
As for the allegations that these verses (or any other portion of the prophecy) are the work of some post-exilic "editor"; "There is no manuscript evidence for omission."[6] The arrogant subjective imaginations of Biblical critics are no valid substitute for MS authority. The "imaginations" of scholars today are no more trustworthy than were the imaginations of mankind before the flood, when "The imaginations of men were evil, and only evil, continually" (Genesis 6:5).

The balance of the chapter (Zephaniah 2:4-15) pronounces God's judgment upon the heathen nations to the west, east, south, and north of Jerusalem, in such a manner as to present the judgments as a type of the Eternal Judgment, the general theme of the book. This echo of the Great Assize dominates Zephaniah and produces magnificent overtones of the Messianic Age and the kingdom of Jesus Christ.

Zephaniah 2:1
"Gather yourselves together, yea, gather together, O nation that hath no shame."
"Gather yourselves together ..." is a call for repentance.

"O nation that hath no shame ..." Many scholars comment on uncertainties in the text here; and Powis Smith has listed a number of possible translations of this place, thus:

"O nation unabashed; O nation undisciplined; O nation unlovable; O nation that does not desire to be converted to the law; O nation that never paled (at the fear of God); O nation not desired; O nation hated; O nation that hath no longing (after God)."[7]
Despite all such possibilities, the general meaning is clear.

Verse 2
"Before the decree bring forth, before the day pass as the chaff, before the fierce anger of Jehovah come upon you, before the day of Jehovah's anger come upon you."
Scholars have long complained of the difficulties in the Hebrew text in this verse: "The verse is probably in some disorder: the first two clauses can hardly present the original text, and the last two clauses look like duplicates."[8] Despite such difficulties, however, we really have no problem with what the passage is saying. Bennett, after quoting Davidson (as above), stated that, "The intent or thrust of the verse is however surprisingly clear: the urgent need of repentance before the coming of the day of Jehovah."[9] Our own paraphrase of the verse is: "Repent in time !"

Verse 3
"Seek ye Jehovah, all ye meek of the earth, that have kept his ordinances; seek righteousness, seek meekness; it may be ye will be hid in the day of Jehovah's anger."
"All ye meek of the earth ..." This cannot possibly mean merely the meek and righteous remnant of Israel, proving that in this passage there is a much wider view reaching the ends of the earth and referring to the second "Israel" in the kingdom of Messiah, a "remnant" indeed, but nevertheless a remnant from which none of the old Israel will be excluded, provided only, that they truly wish to be included.

"It may be ye will be hid in the day of Jehovah's anger ..." It is fashionable for present-day scholars to downgrade Zephaniah in this for his failure to mention God's mercy, and for the uncertainty that seems to remain in the promise, "Ye may be hid." We do not agree with any faultfinding. The cocksure attitude of modern theologians claiming eternal salvation on the basis of "faith alone," and declaiming continually on the love and mercy of God does not echo the teachings of the Word of God. Even the apostle Paul said, "I count not myself to have apprehended" (Philippians 3:13); and, in Jesus' picture of the eternal judgment (Matthew 25), those turned aside into eternal doom were precisely those who were the most cocksure that they were fully entitled to eternal life. Christ also asked, "Why call ye me, Lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say" (Luke 6:46). As Deane also pointed out, "Even the righteous shall scarcely be saved (1 Peter 4:17,18)."[10]
Criticism of this prophecy following the fashion just mentioned are also remiss in another way. If there is anything to the Old Testament at all, these words should be understood, not as the impressions and prognostications of Zephaniah at all, but as the Word of God. This is exactly the way we receive it. Satan is continually at work to discredit, in any manner possible, the Word of God, and especially its warning to rebellious men.

Verse 4
"For Gaza shall be forsaken, and Ashkelon a desolation; they shall drive out Ashdod at noonday, and Ekron shall be rooted up."
The places condemned here were in Philistia, west of Jerusalem; and, taking the large view of this section to the end of the chapter, the four points of the compass are included in the sweeping condemnations. Although uttered in terminology with current meaning for the people of Zephaniah's day, the prophecy, we believe, is typical of the final destruction of all the nations of the earth in the final judgment. In the first two clauses, "The Hebrew words here furnish an assonance that cannot be carried over into English."[11]
"For Gaza shall be forsaken ..." The two words in Hebrew for Gaza and forsaken are: [~'azzah] and [~'azubah],"[12] and this type of pun is called paronomasia. Few scholars have tried to catch this in English; but Dummelow tried it: "Gaza shall be a ghastly ruin; and Ashkelon a deserted ash-heap."[13]
This prophecy of desolation of the coast of the Philistines (where these cities lay) was fulfilled, as indicated by the work of archeologists. Taylor commented that, "There is warrant, therefore, in Philistine history for these predictions of scattered populations and devastated cities."[14]
"They shall drive out Ashdod at noonday ..." This clause has a remarkable bearing on the allegation that the Scythian invasion is featured in Zephaniah's prophecy. That popular theory is today disbelieved by many careful students, especially recent ones, who, as Galley said, "do not see any evidence of the Scythian invasion."[15] First, the thrust of the whole chapter concerns not a local and limited threat such as was posed by Herodotus' tale of the Scythians. It is a worldwide situation that lies plainly in view. The north, east, west and south are all involved. Moreover, as Keil said, the nations mentioned seem to be, "To individualize the whole (world) ... restricting the number (of nations mentioned here) to four, according to the four quarters of the globe."[16] But this reference to the fall of Ashdod at noonday, as generally agreed, envisions a short siege and quick fall of the city. Powis Smith has cited a number of ancient inscriptions using this terminology, thus:

"One of the inscriptions of Esarhaddon, found at Sinjirli, says, `Memphi, his royal city, in a half a day, I besieged, I captured, I destroyed it, I burned with fire.` The Moabite Stone likewise says, `I fought against it from the break of day till noon, and I took it.'"[17]
But in Herodotus' tale, the siege of Ashdod lasted twenty-nine years![18] Zephaniah's prophecy, therefore, strongly suggests, not the Scythians, but the Assyrians.

Verse 5
"Woe unto the inhabitants of the sea-coast, the nation of the Cherethites. The word of Jehovah is against you, O Canaan, the land of the Philistines; I will destroy thee, that there shall be no inhabitant."
"O Canaan ..." It was the excessive idolatry and debauchery of Canaan that led God to displace them with Israel; but, in the meanwhile Israel also had become "Canaan." Therefore, Canaan is here a general term for the apostate and reprobate nations of the whole world. Sure, Philistia would be destroyed; but there is also a judgment here against that more comprehensive Canaan in the background.

"The nation of the Cherethites ..." The "Cherethites" were the same as the Philistines (1 Samuel 30:14; Ezekiel 25:16).

Verse 6
"And the sea-coast shall be pastures, with cottages for shepherds, and folds for flocks."
Again, the scholars tell us of uncertainties in the text, suggesting all kinds of emendations, yielding a number of different shades of meaning. We may safely pass all of them by, for the picture of utter desolation still shines through in spite of the deterioration suffered by the text in transition through 2,500 years of history.

Verse 7
"And the coast shall be for the remnant of the house of Judah; they shall feed their flocks thereupon; in the houses of Ashkelon shall they lie down in the evening; for Jehovah their God will visit them, and bring back their captivity."
When Jesus said, "The meek shall inherit the earth," he said essentially what Zephaniah says here. The feeble fulfillment of this verse in the return of a few Israelites from Babylonian captivity is only a mere token of all this passage means.

"And bring back their captivity ..." Christ himself explained this phrase in Luke 4:18, where "releasing captives" means delivering from sin. Christ indeed came for the release of the captives, but he never got anybody out of jail, not even his friend and relative John the Baptist I This verse is, therefore, Messianic. The temporal description of blessings in Christ's kingdom is a common feature of the prophets (Job 42:10; Hosea 6:11; Amos 9:14).

"The remnant ..." here does not at all mean exclusively a remnant of Judah. The remnant is a prophetic term for the redeemed of all ages. Deane was certainly correct in his observation that:

"The full accomplishment of this overthrow of Philistia is of a spiritual nature, and must be looked for in the Messianic era, when the kingdoms of the world become the kingdom of Christ; and so in the subsequent predictions."[19]
Carson also concurred in this understanding. "It is not simply that Judah will be restored nationally but that looking on down the centuries of time God's chosen people, the new Israel of God will arise."[20]
Verse 8
"I have heard the reproach of Moab, and the revilings of the children of Ammon, wherewith they have reproached my people, and magnified themselves against their border."
Moab and Ammon were east of Jerusalem. These peoples were akin to Israel through their ancestor Lot, but they were traditionally enemies of God's people. Therefore, Ironside referred to the Moabites and Ammonites as "Strange children" of Abraham, similar to certain 'relatives' of the Lord in our own times, "Christless professors who look with contempt and pity on any who seek to be guided only by the Word of God."[21]
Verse 9
"Therefore, as I live, saith Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel, Surely Moab shall be as Sodom, and the children of Ammon as Gomorrah, a possession of nettles, and salt-pits, and a perpetual desolation: the residue of my people shall make a prey of them, and the remnant of my nation shall inherit them."
The same spiritual application of the promises here as that given above in connection with the Philistines is appropriate. The recurrence of the word "remnant" is significant, as is also the mention of Sodom and Gomorrah, proverbial symbols of God's judgment. "The same words are used in the New Testament to describe Christ's victory (Matthew 12:29)."[22] That passage cited by Watts is a definite reference to the conversion of men to Christ.

Of course, there was also an immediate and literal fulfillment of the destruction of those nations, as cited by Hailey:

"Nelson Glueck, the famous Jewish archeologist, has located hundreds of rock-strewn ruins of ancient villages and towns of Moab, Ammon, and Edom, which bear mute testimony to the prophet's inspiration."[23]
Deane also mentioned the complex fulfillment of this prophecy thus:

"The old towns and villages are all deserted and in ruins. In fact, there is not at this moment a single inhabited town or village in Moab, except Kerak, which stands on the extreme southern border (Published in 1950)."[24]
Verse 10
"This shall they have for their pride, because they have reproached and magnified themselves against the people of Jehovah of hosts."
For centuries, Moab and Ammon had spoken against God's people; and Moab in particular, in the persons of Balak and Balaam, had been the architect of the wanton seduction of Israel at Baal-Peor, which event issued finally in the complete apostasy of Israel. Moab and Ammon, while real enough in themselves, are in this prophecy a type of worldly opposition to the Word of God continually throughout history. God will eventually requite his enemies in the most appropriate manner.

Verse 11
"Jehovah will be terrible unto them; for he will famish all the gods of this earth; and men shall worship him, every one from his own place, even all the isles of the nations."
Here again, there are Messianic overtones of overwhelming significance. In John 4:23f, Christ spoke of a time when men would worship neither in Jerusalem nor in Gerizim but, "The true worshippers shall worship him in spirit and in truth." As Gill said, "This was more than an after-thought on Jesus' part. It was the main thrust of the Old Testament."[25] Of course, Zephaniah's promise here contains that very promise. Furthermore, "Zephaniah's promise is that when all the false gods are made desolate, famished by God, every man will worship God in his own place, even the isles of the nations."[26]
"The isles of the nations ..." "This means the most distant countries that lie across the seas (Genesis 10:5; Psalms 72:10; Isaiah 11:11, etc.)."[27] (See further notes on Zephaniah 2:11 at the end of the chapter.)

Verse 12
"Ye Ethiopians also, ye shall be slain by my sword."
Commentators usually point out that for a century prior to the times of Zephaniah, Egypt had been ruled by an Ethiopian dynasty; and, accordingly, they accept the view that this is a reference to the Egyptians. However, God certainly knew the word for the Egyptians, and our view is that if he had meant that, he would have said it. The reference is to the most southern kingdom that was known by the world of that period; and it is Zephaniah's purpose of including the south in this universal montage of judgment which forms the fabric of his prophecy in this chapter.

"Shall be slain by my sword..." "This sword of Jehovah was put in the hand of Nebuchadnezzar for the execution of God's will against Tyre (Ezekiel 29:17-20; 30:24,25)."[28] From this we learn that whenever God's will is to be executed against a sinful nation, the sword of God's wrath is always available in the hands of another wicked and ruthless nation ready to use it. The king of Assyria was called God's razor by Isaiah (Isaiah 7:20).

Verse 13
"And he will stretch out his hand against the north, and destroy Assyria, and will make Nineveh a desolation, and dry like the wilderness."
"The north ..." Thus Zephaniah touches all the cardinal points of the compass. That anyone prior to the time when Assyria fell, about 612 B.C., would have dared to prophesy the destruction of so proud and powerful a city is simply incredible, from the human standpoint; and even Zephaniah did so only because he knew that he was declaring the true Word of God. Furthermore, all efforts to make it appear that such a thing as the fall of Assyria could have been calculated to take place merely upon the basis of astute political understanding are frustrated by the facts of the actual fall itself. On the night it fell, the king of Assyria declared a big banquet to celebrate the victory of the city over her besiegers. Neither the world of that day nor the Assyrians supposed that their fall was even possible. All allegations that the empire had been tottering for a decade or so, and that Zephaniah was aware of this are unhistorical speculations and manifestly untrue.

Zephaniah's reference to Assyria's being in the north, despite the fact of its actual situation northeast of Jerusalem should not be pressed. As Deane said, "Though this country lay to the northeast of Palestine, its armies attacked from the north; and it is usually spoken of as a northern power."[29]
The destruction of Assyria and the fulfillment of God's prophecies against that proud and wicked nation were fully discussed in our commentary on Nahum, above; and it is not necessary to add very much here.

"Dry like a wilderness ..." From the human standpoint, Zephaniah must have thought this prophecy was impossible of fulfillment, for Nineveh was situated upon the world-renowned Tigris river. But that did not prevent the sands of the desert rolling over the city within two brief decades of the date of Zephaniah's prophecy. Watts wrote: "Nineveh was destroyed in 612 B.C., about two decades after this was spoken."[30] Within only two hundred years, the very knowledge of Nineveh had faded from the earth:

"Her destruction was complete. Xenophon, passing the site in B.C. 401 was able to learn only that a great city had once occupied the spot and had been destroyed because Zeus had deprived its inhabitants of their wits!"[31]
Afterward, Nineveh disappeared even farther from the memory of mankind:

"The utter destruction of the Assyrian capital is a fact of history. It was so completely destroyed that its very location was lost to the memory of man until the nineteenth century when its was discovered by archeologists."[32]
Verse 14
"And herds shall lie down in the midst of her, all the beasts of the nations; both the pelican and the porcupine shall lodge in the capitals thereof; their voice shall sing in the windows; desolation shall be in the thresholds: for he hath laid bare the cedar work."
This verse is a further delineation of the desolation of Assyria. Space is taken up in a number of commentaries regarding whether or not "pelican" and "porcupine" are properly rendered, some suggesting other creatures than these given in our version. Uncertainties in the text and the very antiquity of the passage have contributed to the perplexity; but such problems are of very little significance. The point is that wild creatures (of what name, exactly, is immaterial) will take over the once proud city. As Nahum put it, "There shall be no healing of thy bruise." Nor did any healing of it ever come.

Verse 15
"This is the joyous city that dwelt carelessly, that said in her heart, I am, and there is none besides me: how is she become a desolation, a place for beasts to lie down in! Every one that passeth by her shall hiss, and wag his head."
"Shall hiss, and wag his head ..." That such scornful and deprecatory conduct really occurred during the generations that knew the proud Nineveh would appear to have been certain, as attested by the traditions that survived into the times of Xenophon. (See quotation from Smith under Zephaniah 2:13, above.)

"I am, and there is none besides me ..." "Thus, in effect, Nineveh claimed for herself the attributes of Almighty God. In this, she stands alone, mistress among nations, a type of the powers of this world which deify themselves and defy the Lord."<32a> This is also revealed as the attitude of the great whore depicted in the prophecy of Revelation (Revelation 18:7). "These words also echo Isaiah (Isaiah 47:8)."[33]
In our study of Nahum, above, it was pointed out that Assyria, the second head of the scarlet Sea Beast of Revelation 13, was for centuries a focal point of the world's rebellion against God. In her judgment and destruction, therefore, there is contained the prophecy of the ultimate overthrow of all successive crystallizations of human opposition to the will of God. It is in this context that the prophecy exhibits such striking echoes of eternal judgment. Assyria was preceded by Egypt and followed by Babylon in the progression of the Scarlet Beast throughout history, one head after another rising to oppose God and then falling under his judgment.

Note on Zephaniah 2:11. Before leaving this chapter, we wish to call attention once more to the prophecy in Zephaniah 2:11, that "God will famish all the gods of earth." This never happened until the times of the Messiah. It is true, of course, that Israel no longer worshipped the pagan gods of Canaan after the Babylonian captivity; but the whole world lay in idolatry until the times of Jesus and for nearly four centuries afterwards. The entire Pantheon of the pagan deities was very much alive and in business during the first century when the savage persecutions were mounted against Christianity.

And yet the prophecy was indeed fulfilled. The Emperor Theodosius in 389 A.D. outlawed the pagan temples and proscribed the worship of pagan deities. As Hailey expressed it, "Men would see God's glory and worship him. The idols are long since gone."[34] Yes, there are still idols that are worshipped by men; but, as for that great Pantheon of the gods of Greece and Rome, no vestige of them whatever may be found in the whole world.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1
This chapter contains the glorious climax of Zephaniah's great prophecy in the last paragraph (Zephaniah 3:9-20). The first paragraph details the reason for the judgment of Jerusalem (Zephaniah 3:1-7), with Zephaniah 3:8 forming a bridge between two sections and relating both to the eternal judgment at the last day, the judgment of Jerusalem being a token of it, and the Messianic Age (Zephaniah 3:9-20) being climaxed by it.

No serious commentator on the Bible can ignore the arrogant denials of critical scholars who bluntly declare that, "Only the first few verses of the chapter are a genuine work of Zephaniah."[1] One has a right to expect that such assertions should be supported by some hard evidence; but this is never the case, simply because no evidence of any kind has ever been available. We are thankful for the forthright honesty of Graham who gave the reason allegedly supporting such radical conclusions. "The clearest indication that Zephaniah did not write the passage (Zephaniah 3:14-20) lies in the contrast (with this) and the rest of the book."[2] Thus, the only objection that scholars have to the passage is that it does not fit (in their view) the fierce denunciations found in the rest of Zephaniah. Why doesn't it fit? Answer: the old critical bias invented in the nineteenth century to the effect that the same prophet could not prophecy both doom and salvation! Such a falsehood was never true, either in the eighteenth century or now. The greatest prophet of all, Jesus Christ, prophesied both doom and salvation, sometimes in the same breath. Who has never heard of heaven and hell? Furthermore, no less an authority than the apostles found Christ in all the prophets. Twice in three verses, the apostle Peter declared that "all of the prophets" spoke of Jesus Christ and of his glorious kingdom (Acts 3:18,20). The inspired apostles, schooled in the wisdom of Christ himself, therefore found Messianic import in Zephaniah, as in all the others; and it could be only the arrogance and conceit of evil men that would dare to oppose their subjective imaginations against that which is flatly declared to be a fact in the word of God. As a matter of truth, if men allowed the opponents of Holy Scripture to remove the Messianic portion of Zephaniah from his prophecy, it would vitiate and contradict the very purpose of those prophecies.

It should be noted that the two scholars just quoted are before the first third of this century (Smith, 1896, and Graham, 1929). Most of the current generation of scholars have rejected such radical views; and those still parroting them may be considered as uninformed. Every believer in the Word of God should resist with all of his strength the efforts of Satan (through his spokesman) to eliminate all references to the Messianic kingdom of Jesus Christ from Zephaniah and other prophets of God. We are happy indeed that many of the present generation of scholars are flatly rejecting the radical criticisms of the first half of this century.

Therefore, we receive this chapter of Zephaniah, along with the totality of it, as the true and inspired Word of God.

Zephaniah 3:1-3
"Woe to her that is rebellious and polluted! to the oppressing city! She obeyed not the voice; she received not correction; she trusted not in Jehovah; she drew not near to God. Her princes in the midst of her are roaring lions; her judges are evening wolves; they leave nothing till the morrow."
"No city is mentioned by name, but it is quite clear that Jerusalem is intended."[3]
The fashionable attitude today has led some to criticize Zephaniah because he did not denounce such sins as oppression and exploitation of the poor with the same emphasis as that found in Amos; but Zephaniah dealt more with the "cause" of such sins than with the particular excesses themselves. "The supreme sin of man's inhumanity to man is the inevitable consequence of false religion dealt with in Zephaniah's first two chapters."[4] In this light, perhaps the supreme sin should be understood as "false religion ? In any case, Zephaniah certainly dealt with the evils of injustice and exploitation in these very verses.

"Polluted ..." "This word is a term usually connected with blood (Isaiah 59:3; Lamentations 4:14)."[5]
Zephaniah 3:2 carries a four-fold indictment of the proud and wicked Jerusalem:

She obeyed not the voice (of God).

She received not correction (by the true prophets).

She trusted not in Jehovah (but in the false gods).

She drew not near to God (but went farther and farther from him).

Zephaniah 3:3 begins the detail of wickedness on the part of the princes, judges, prophets, and priests who led the city in its corruption.

The princes and judges "practiced the violence and predatory oppression of wild beasts."[6] The princes were compared to lions and the judges to "evening wolves," a comparison that has lived throughout history. "That leave nothing till the morrow" is added for the purpose of indicating that the false judges were even worse than wolves. The wolf, after killing the prey, will retain enough of it for him to gnaw on the remains during the next day until nightfall, the time for another kill. The false judges, however, made a clean end of their victims as soon as possible, leaving nothing "till the morrow."

Verse 4
"Her prophets are light and treacherous persons; her priests have profaned the sanctuary, they have done violence to the law."
"Her prophets ..." The New English Bible renders this concerning the prophets of Jerusalem as, "Her prophets were reckless, no true prophets."[7] Carson said of the priests and prophets:

"The prophets trimmed their message to court popularity; and the priests profaned their sacred task of teaching the law, violently altering its precepts ... They were extravagant and arrogant in their own conceits."[8]
This word from Carson is especially appropriate today, when God's people must again struggle with the arrogant and conceited imagination of God's enemies.

"They have done violence to the law ..." Thus, in Zephaniah, as in all the prophets, there is the most emphatic evidence of the prior existence of the Pentateuch, the Torah, as being not merely in existence, but generally known by all the Hebrews. In fact, as repeatedly stated in this series, none of the prophets makes any sense at all apart from the certainty that all of them presuppose the existence of a covenant relationship between God and Israel, a relationship that had long existed, and which through centuries of neglect and abuse, Israel was in the process of rejecting.

Verse 5
"Jehovah in the midst of her is righteous, he will not do iniquity; every morning doth he bring his justice to light, he faileth not; but the unjust knoweth no shame."
Jehovah had not hidden his word from the people. It was known to all, from the least to the greatest of them. The very existence of false priests and prophets was predicated upon the certainty of there having been at one time true priests and prophets. The alteration of God's law by the false priests could not have been successful without the concurrence of popular support. The people simply did not wish to retain the knowledge of God and his word in their lives. "It was visible to all except those determined not to see ... God's standards of righteousness are as constant and visible as the natural law that ushers in the dawn every morning."[9]
"Jehovah ... is righteous ..." One purpose of introducing this thought is to warn Israel, that even if they do change, God is righteous still; he will punish evil.

Verse 6
"I have cut off nations; their battlements are desolate; I have made their streets waste, so that none passeth by; their cities are destroyed, so that there is no man, so that there is no inhabitant."
"I have cut off nations ..." It had been only a hundred years since God had cut off the northern kingdom, an event still fresh in the memory of Judah. Furthermore, throughout history, there had been many other examples of God's displeasure with great and wicked civilizations, cut off forever by the divine displeasure due to their sins. This was introduced as a warning to Judah. As Hailey said:

"When God gave them the land of Canaan, he had told the people that it was not because of their righteousness but because of the wickedness of the inhabitants whom he was casting out (Deuteronomy 9:4,5), and that if they would forget him, he would likewise cast them out (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28)."[10]
Israel was called "Canaan" twice in this prophecy, meaning that they had become one in vile character with the pagans whom they had displaced, carrying the stern implication that what God had already done once to the old Canaan, he would do again to Israel (Zephaniah 1:11; 3:5).

Verse 7
"I said; Only fear thou me; and receive correction; so her dwelling shall not be cut off, according to .all that I have appointed concerning her: but they rose early and corrupted all their doings."
"Only fear thou me ..." These are the words of God. His desire is that all men should fear and obey him. "Only the fear of God will bring about the correction of the evil against which judgment must otherwise come."[11]
"One can only shudder today at the church member whose twisted misinformation about the love of God has led him to a contemptuous familiarity which does not believe that one should or must fear Jehovah."[12]
As Deane said, "The fear of God is the one condition of salvation."[13] This should be interpreted as meaning that with the proper fear of God one will not hesitate to obey the commandments which are antecedent to the forgiveness of sins and to maintain such obedience to the best of one's ability all the days of life. Anything else, is eternal death.

Verse 8
"Therefore wait ye for me, saith Jehovah, until the day that I rise up to the ,prey; for my determination is to gather the nations, that I may assemble the kingdoms, to pour upon them my indignation, even all my fierce anger; for all the earth shall be devoured with the fire of my jealousy."
Despite the fact of Deane and other respected commentators understanding this verse as a prophecy of the nations "being converted"[14] unto God, it appears to us that the verse must refer to the eternal judgment. "All the earth shall be devoured with the fire of my jealousy" could hardly apply to anything else. See chapter introduction for the manner in which this verse actually ties the preceding and succeeding paragraphs together. The great theme of Zephaniah is the judgment; and the doom of Jerusalem for their sins soon to executed upon them by the power of Assyria prompted this reference to the final judgment, of which Jerusalem's judgment, like all similar judgments, was a pledge and token.

"Gather the nations ..." We agree with Bennett that this "does not mean that Jerusalem shall be the gathering place."[15] The "gathering" of this passage is a "harvesting" of the earth, the execution of the final judgment upon all men. This gathering of the nations is that of Revelation 16:14; and it is "to gather them together unto the war of the great day of God, the Almighty."

"Therefore, wait ye for me ..." Such an exhortation is directed to the righteous remnant in all ages, who oppressed by the general wickedness of mankind and tending ever to discouragement are admonished to wait patiently for the fulfillment of God's purpose upon the earth. Hailey's comment on this clause is helpful:

"The exhortation `wait for Jehovah' is a favorite with Isaiah, who uses it over and over. `They that wait for Jehovah shall renew their strength' (Isaiah 40:31); `the isles shall wait for his law' (Isaiah 42:4); `they that wait for me shall not be put to shame' (Isaiah 49:23); `neither hath eye seen a God besides thee, who worketh for him that waiteth for him'" (Isaiah 64:4).[16]
"That I may assemble the kingdoms ..." This is parallel with the gathering of the nations, the purpose for which is stated in the next clause, "that I may pour upon them my indignation." This assembling of the kingdoms of the earth will be orchestrated and controlled by Satan himself (the beast), as in this reference to it: "I saw the beast, and the kings of the earth, and their armies, gathered together to make war against him that sat upon the horse (the KING OF KINGS; AND LORD OF LORDS), and his army" (Revelation 19:19). The imagery of a battle so strongly suggested here is, however, misleading. The so-called battle of Armageddon was prophetically revealed as not a traditional struggle at all, but a summary triumph of God. The beast and the false prophet, along with all the kings and their armies "were cast alive into the lake of fire that burneth with brimstone" (Revelation 19:20). That will be the day when God shall indeed "rise up to the prey!"

It is noteworthy that John D. W. Watts unequivocally assigned this verse eight to the final judgment. "The scene returns to the universal judgment with which the book began."[17]
Verse 9
"For then will I turn to the peoples a pure language, that they may all call upon the name of Jehovah, to serve him with one consent."
"For then ..." is somewhat similar to "at that time," or "in the day," or "in the last days," all of which are frequently used as references to the times of the Messiah. From here to the end of the chapter lies one of the most extensive and revealing Messianic passages in the whole Bible. "From this point forward, there is a new note of victory in Zephaniah."[18] Like all the true prophets of God, Zephaniah bore his witness to the coming Christ and his blessed kingdom (Acts 3:18,20). Carson went on to characterize this dramatic change in the tone of the prophecy as "so marked that some commentators insist that this section must belong to a much later period";[19] but all such reasonings appear to be grounded in a phenomenal unawareness of both Testaments. If any prophet should have omitted such encouragements as are in this chapter, he could not have fitted either the established pattern in the Old Testament, nor the affirmations of the New Testament.

"I will turn to the peoples a pure language ..." The essential thought behind this is unity of purpose and holiness of life. It is not that men may use better Hebrew, but that their hearts and lives should conform to the will of God, a characteristic distinctive of the redeemed "in Christ" who are "a new creation" (2 Corinthians 5:17). "The essential thought finds utterance in plain prose in Jeremiah 32:39 and in Ezekiel 11:19,20," where they are "predicated of Israel in the Messianic age,"[20] as indeed they are here also.

It should also not be overlooked that the focus is not here upon secular Israel at all. It is not merely Israel that shall turn to God with a "pure language," but all men. "This section is reminiscent of the tower of Babel (Genesis 11)."[21] "It means the confusion of Babel shall be done away, and all shall speak the language of faith in one God."[22] Deane also added that, "This, of course, points to Messianic times."[23] In fact, the miracle of tongues on the Day of Pentecost was a token fulfillment of this promise.

Verse 10
"From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia my suppliants, even the daughter of my dispersed, shall bring mine offering."
"From the rivers of Ethiopia ..." "The use of Ethiopia here is to include the most distant nations of all, Ethiopia being considered as far away as they could imagine."[24] The dominion of Messiah is universal, with no racial or national distinctions whatever.

"Even the daughter of my dispersed ..." "This expression often means the scattered people of Israel; but the parallels to Genesis 11 suggest that the scattered and confused peoples of the world are intended here."[25] Here again, light from the New Testament clarifies the passage. James addressed the whole New Testament Church as "The Twelve Tribes in the Dispersion" (James 1:1, RSV).

Verse 11
"In that day shalt thou not be put to shame for all thy doings, wherein thou hast transgressed against me; for then I will take away out of the midst of thee thy proudly exulting ones, and thou shalt no more be haughty in my holy mountain."
"In that day ..." is another reference to Messianic times. It refers to the time "when the Gentiles shall be converted."[26]
"Thou shalt not be put to shame ... for transgressions ..." The only way that the shame from transgressions can be removed is through the forgiveness of sins, to which there is undoubtedly a reference in these words, the same being another characteristic of Messianic times, as indicated in Jeremiah 31:31-35. "No one has any reason to be ashamed of the sin from which he was redeemed."[27]
The placement of these verses (Zephaniah 3:9-20) seems to place their fulfillment after the eternal judgment prophesied in Zephaniah 3:8; but as Keil noted, "All of this commenced to be fulfilled with the coming of Christ, and will be completely realized at his return to judgment."[28] The Old Testament prophets apparently did not distinguish between the First Advent and the Second Advent, consequently events connected with those occasions seem to be blended. It is only in the fuller light of the New Testament that their differentiation is made plain.

"Zephaniah sees beyond the events that are near, beyond the inequities of Judah and her neighbors, even beyond the events of the impending future to the time and the judgment of the end."[29]
Verse 12
"But I will leave in the midst of thee an afflicted and poor people, and they shall take refuge in the name of Jehovah."
The great thrust of the gospel is to "the poor" and the "poor in spirit"; and the savage persecutions of the early ages of the church were plainly foretold in this prophetic description of the worldly status of God's true followers in the present age. Paul also testified that, "not many mighty ... not many noble were called" (1 Corinthians 1:26). In this is another great hallmark of Christianity and the entire Messianic age. The humble character of Christians is contrasted with the general attitude of unregenerated men. "In contrast to the proud and haughty revelers, these will be the afflicted who have committed themselves to the Lord and are dependent upon his mercy."[30]
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."
"The remnant of Israel ..." It is only the "remnant" of Israel that is to have any portion in the kingdom of Messiah; yet, strangely enough, none of the old secular Israel is excluded. There was never any prohibition against all of secular Israel accepting their Messiah; but it is revealed in all the prophets that only "the remnant" would choose to participate.

"Lies ... deceitful tongue ..." God's once chosen people had developed the art of falsehood and deceit into a science in which they were skilled indeed. In utter amazement, Jesus Christ denominated Nathaniel as "an Israelite in whom there is no guile" (John 1:47), which, in context, appears to be an indictment of the whole nation charging them with the very sins mentioned here. Honesty, straightforwardness, truth-speaking, and lack of deceit are further hallmarks of Christianity.

Verse 14
"Sing, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel; be glad and rejoice with all the heart, O daughter of Jerusalem. Jehovah hath taken away thy judgments, he hath cast out thine enemy: the King of Israel, even Jehovah, is in the midst of thee: thou shalt not fear evil any more."
This remarkable passage is one of the most amazing in the Old Testament. As for who "the King of Israel" is, who was prophesied to dwell in the midst of the redeemed people, Nathaniel identified him absolutely, "Rabbi (addressed to Jesus), Thou are the Son of God; thou art the King of Israel" (John 1:48). Dummelow and others missed the significance here in their complaint that, "Not the Messiah, but Jehovah himself is the promised King and Deliverer."[31] But why should this be hailed as something different? Is not Jesus Christ himself God come in the flesh? Of course, he is; and John's gospel is totally dedicated to proving that very point; and Nathaniel's great confession hailing Christ as "King of Israel" and "Son of God" has the status of a topic sentence for John's entire gospel.

Thus, Zephaniah must be hailed as the Old Testament prophet who made it clear that the Prophet who would dwell among the people of his kingdom would actually be God Himself. The Greek New Testament declares no less than ten times that Jesus of Nazareth is that divine Person, the Dayspring from on High who has visited us, and who promised his church, "Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the world." Deane, therefore, properly understood this passage as a reference "to the perpetual presence of Christ in the Church."[32]
"Daughter of Zion ... daughter of Jerusalem ..." These are both synonyms for Israel";[33] but, of course, not the old Israel, but the New Israel of God (Galatians 3:29; Romans 9:6, etc.) is the Israel which is meant here.

If there had been any doubt of the Messianic thrust of this whole section, Zephaniah 3:14-15 are sufficient to have removed it. As Hanke confidently wrote: "This is a prophetic anticipation of the day when the King Messiah shall reign."[34]
Verse 16
"In that day it shall be said to Jerusalem, Fear thou not; O Zion let not thy hands be slack."
According to Ironside, these words, "will be their joy and blessing throughout the Millennium."[35] This is profoundly true, of course, provided that the Millennium is understood to be the present period of the Church's sojourn in the wilderness of her probation. The current theories of some kind of a Golden Age called the Millennium to take place after the Second Advent of Christ have no support in the Bible. The expression "a thousand years" is applied in the Book of Revelation to the entire current dispensation of God's love; and the same period is also called "a little time," and "a thousand, two hundred and three score days," and "forty two months," and "time and times and half a time"; and a careful study of Revelation requires all of them to be understood as a reference to the current age of the Church on earth. (See a full discussion in this in my commentary on Revelation, pp. 459-464.)

Both these verses (Zephaniah 3:16,17) are encouragement to the Church. They include admonition against fear, exhortation to diligence in the work of the Lord, and stimulate confidence and a feeling of security in the knowledge of the love and blessing of the Father.

Verse 17
"Jehovah thy God is in the midst of thee, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over thee with joy; he will rest in his love; he will joy over thee with singing."
(See the comment under Zephaniah 3:16, which is also applicable here.) All of these verses are part of the Messianic prophecy which concludes Zephaniah, and all of them deal with the felicity, confidence, security, and joy of Christ's kingdom.

"Singing ..." is especially noticeable. The savage beats his tom tom; the Muslim shouts, "To prayer, to prayer!" from his minaret; the Jew intones the words of the Torah; but the Christian SINGS! In Christ has come to pass the marvelous prophecy of those "with songs of everlasting joy upon their heads!"

Verse 18
"I will gather them that sorrow for the solemn assembly, who were of thee, to whom the burden upon her was a reproach."
"I will gather them that sorrow ..." Christ seems to have been very familiar with this passage, for, in the Sermon on the Mount, he said, "Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted." The great concern of Christianity has always been for the meek, the poor, the lowly, the sorrowful. Thus, Zephaniah is still speaking of conditions within the kingdom of Christ. As Keil said:

"The fulfillment of all this commenced with the founding of the Christian church by the apostles for Judah and for the whole world, and has been gradually unfolded more and more through the spread of the name of the Lord and his worship among all nations."[36]
In Micah 4:6-7, a similar promise brings into the solemn assembly the lame, that which has been driven away, and the afflicted. No other system ever known to mankind has ever concerned itself with the downtrodden and dispossessed in the same degree as that which marks the onward sweep of the Christian religion.

We do not wish to leave this passage without pointing out that such scholars as Eaton and Carson believe there is a reference in these verses, by implication, to the Bridegroom, Christ, and to his holy Bride, the Church. Whether or not this is so may be questioned, but the intimacy of the terminology surely seems to suggest it. "He is further represented as the Bridegroom, who in his love for his Bride, now proclaims his joy, now falls into rapt silence."[37]
Verse 19
"Behold, at that time I will deal with all them that afflict thee; and I will save that which is lame, and gather that which was driven away; and I will make them a praise and a name, whose shame hath been in all the earth."
This verse is addressed to the suffering saints of the new dispensation who continually suffer shame and contumely all over the earth; and if so, "at that time" would refer to the period of the final judgment upon the earth. It is most natural that the persecuted and oppressed should wonder, "O Master, the holy and true, How long I dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth" (Revelation 6:9). This verse is a promise that God will do it "at that time." In the meanwhile, there is a lot of suffering in store for the redeemed still upon earth. The answer here corresponds to that which came from the throne of God, "That they should rest yet for a little while till their fellow servants ... and brethren ... shall have fulfilled their course" (Revelation 6:11). The glorious reward shall yet come in due season.

"In these closing verses of Zephaniah, the Messianic light burns brightest. In some verses, it is difficult to know; but here there is no doubt. The enemies of the people have been destroyed; the gathering of the faithful has been accomplished; Jehovah is in their midst; a praise and a name are theirs among all the people of the earth."[38]
Verse 20
"At that time will I bring you in, and at that time will I gather you; for I will make you a name and a praise among all the peoples of the earth, when I bring back your captivity before your eyes, saith Jehovah."
Such a marvelous promise as that of Zephaniah 3:19 required the repetition of it, which is featured in the greater part of this verse; but perhaps it was for the sake of emphasizing "at that time," as the moment of fulfillment, which from all indications points far away to the times of the end.

"When I bring back your captivity ..." This is sometimes applied to the return of the Babylonian exiles, and in which there doubtless was a partial and token fulfillment of this promise. However, we believe that something far more than that is intended here. "The expression is often (and possibly here) used metaphorically for the abolition of misery and the restoration to a happy condition (Deuteronomy 30:3; Job 42:10,15; and Jeremiah 29:14)."[39] Jesus referred to conversion from sin as "the release of the captives" (Luke 4:18).

"Before your eyes ..."
"So that we shall see what we now believe and hope for, the end of all our sufferings and chastisements, and losses, even the fullness of our Redemption. That which our eyes have looked for, our eyes shall behold and not another, the everlasting God as HE IS, face to face, saith the Lord![40]
Carson's concluding comment was:

"Finally the Bridegroom brings home his Bride, and she sees at last with her own eyes all that her Lover and Lord has done for her ... Zephaniah ends his prophecy with a shout of triumphant assurance echoing out of his heart and into ours, "The Lord hath said it![41]
That God Himself is the speaker in this prophecy is dramatically emphasized in these closing verses. As Hailey pointed out:

Note the use of the personal pronouns:

I will gather...

I will deal...

I will save...

I will make...

I will bring you in...

I will gather you...

I will make...

When I bring back your captivity before your eyes.[42]
Note also that the word "gather" occurs no less than three times in Zephaniah 3:18-20, a term suggestive of the harvest at the end of the world, indicating that it is the final judgment of the Great Day that dominates the prophecy throughout, although there also appear many promises and blessings characteristic of the age of the church itself.

We praise the Lord for this inspired and inspiring prophecy of the ultimate triumph of righteousness over evil, which also provides the utmost confidence and assurance of the blessings of the Lord upon them who love his Name forever and ever. Blessed be the name of the Lord. Amen.

