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TTHHEE  BBOOOOKK  OOFF  TTHHEE  TTWWEELLVVEE  
TTHHEE  MMIINNOORR  PPRROOPPHHEETTSS::  

TTHHEE  PPRROOPPHHEECCYY  OOFF  ZZEEPPHHAANNIIAAHH  
RREEVV..  CCHHAARRLLEESS  RR..  BBIIGGGGSS  

 
What is the central theme of Zephaniah�s prophecy? (1) One thing about Zephaniah and 
his prophecy is that he doesn�t get side tracked by prophetic rabbit trails; the primary 
sustained focus of Zephaniah is on one central theme: the Day of the LORD.   
 
Zephaniah�s message of �doom� reveals a coherent and compelling eschatological vision 
(Motyer, The Minor Prophets, Vol. III, pg. 897). 
 
In fact, Zephaniah�s prophecy became the source of the medieval hymn Dies Irae (�the 
Day of Wrath�).  Zephaniah makes the point that his Day of the LORD is a day of 
calamity and destruction for the entire world; yet somehow, mysteriously, according to 
God�s goodness and grace, this calamitous day is also the Day of Salvation for some. 
 
Zephaniah theologically and prophetically balances God�s judgment coming on the Day 
of the LORD with God�s salvation-mercy that will be revealed in a remnant-restored-
reformed Israel.  So, although judgment from God will come for sin, there will also be 
the revelation of the salvation of God for His people. 
 
Zephaniah�s name when translated from Hebrew means either �YHWH hides� (he could 
have been named this by his father because of the terror of the days of unfaithful and 
godless King Manasseh, who reigned during Zephaniah�s birth); or his name means �The 
one YHWH hides� (meaning in the sense of the one that God shelters); it is hard to 
determine which meaning to take from the translated name alone.  However, comparing 
the use of shelter and hiding in the Prophecy of Zephaniah, I think there is a play upon 
his name �The LORD shelters� meaning specifically that the LORD shelters his people, 
or hides them from his wrath. 
 
What is the date of Zephaniah�s prophecy? (2) Zephaniah proclaimed God�s judgment 
and grace during the time of King Josiah (1:1) and ministered within thirty years of the 
prophets Nahum and Habakkuk.  King Josiah ruled from 640-609 BC and most biblical 
scholars believe that Zephaniah preached prior to King Josiah�s great reform that 
occurred in 621 BC (2 Kings 22-23; it was at least before 612 BC when Nineveh, the 
capital of Assyria fell, see Zeph. 2:13).   
 
God seems to have used Zephaniah�s preaching as the means by which he would turn 
King Josiah back to the LORD and seek to reform the people of Judah.  Josiah was a 
contemporary of the Prophet Jeremiah who also preached in Josiah�s reign as well as 
after. 
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Interestingly, Zephaniah�s prophecy begins with a four-generation genealogy probably 
signifying his important family background (he was probably the great-great grandson of 
King Hezekiah which would mean he was of the royal Davidic Dynasty, 2 Kings 18-20; 2 
Chronicles 29-32; Isaiah 36-39).  This would have given Zephaniah a first hand �inside� 
look at the sinfulness of the king�s court and chambers (cf. Zeph. 1:8ff). 
 
What was Israel�s mission in redemptive history? (3) We should remember that Israel 
was called in redemptive-history to the mission of being a blessing to the nations; she 
was called to be a light to the nations of how mankind should live before a holy God- -but 
she constantly failed as Adam before her.  We should be reminded of God�s creating of 
all things and the fall of mankind into sin; we should be reminded of God�s promise of 
hope to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3: 
 
Genesis 12:1-3  Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you.  2 And I will make of 
you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a 
blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, 
and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed." 
 
Rather than successfully fulfilling God�s call to be a blessing to the nations, Jerusalem 
and Judah had become idolaters like the nations around them (they had become 
�Canaanized� or �Babylonianized�).  After five decades of King Manasseh�s apostasy 
(697-642 BC), Judah was in a terrible mess spiritually.  King Manasseh who should have 
led the people according to the Law of Moses (Deut. 17:14-20) instituted religious 
syncretism (or worship of YHWH and other gods) that was borrowed from the 
Canaanites, particularly the worship of Baal. 
 
Because of this, God would punish all of creation for their sins (1:2-3).  All the nations 
were guilty before God as well (it was not that God would somehow punish the innocent) 
but what Israel had become as sinfully defiled before God was indicative of the sinful 
defilement of the nations, or all creation as well.   
 
You can imagine an oracle-prophecy-sermon like this one and the response.  Zephaniah 
climbs the pulpit, prays for God�s help and His Spirit, then raises his voice and finger 
toward heaven in order to say that all creation is under God�s sovereign judgment: 
 
Zephaniah 1:2-3   2 "I will utterly sweep away everything from the face of the earth," declares 
the LORD.  3 "I will sweep away man and beast; I will sweep away the birds of the heavens and 
the fish of the sea, and the rubble1 with the wicked. I will cut off mankind from the face of the 
earth," declares the LORD. 
 
Another way of understanding the use of the undoing of creation in verses 2-3 is also to 
understand that the judgment of God that will come soon is also a foretaste of the 
ultimate judgment of God when he restores all of creation through judgment and fire.  
God will come in Theophanic judgment as Warrior, Judge and King. 
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God through Zephaniah uses language of the creation account to declare what will occur 
in the soon to come judgment, as well as the final judgment when God will act against 
sinful mankind.  In place of the harmony and order of creation, these will be replaced by 
chaos and disorder. 
 
The judgment of God is compared to the judgment of the flood in Noah�s day but this 
time it will be much more intensive and by fire: 
 
Zephaniah 3:8   8 "Therefore wait for me," declares the LORD, "for the day when I rise up to 
seize the prey. For my decision is to gather nations, to assemble kingdoms, to pour out upon 
them my indignation, all my burning anger; for in the fire of my jealousy all the earth shall be 
consumed. 
 
As the Apostle Peter wrote in the New Testament: 
 
2 Peter 3:9-10   9 The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is 
patient toward you,1 not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.  
10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a 
roar, and the heavenly bodies1 will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works 
that are done on it will be exposed.2 

 
How is Zephaniah�s prophecy both historical and eschatological? (4) Zephaniah�s 
prophecy is both historical and eschatological.  We should be reminded as we have 
studied previously in the other prophets of The Twelve or Minor Prophets, that when the 
Lord acts through judgment throughout history, each act foreshadows or gives a foretaste 
of the final judgment when all the doers of evil, corruption and sin will be completely and 
absolutely judged and blotted out.   
 
Each judgment in history is an intrusion of the eschatological judgment, whether it is on 
Israel, Judah, or the nations (see Vangemeren, pg. 174). 
 
Keil and Delitzsch pointed out helpfully in their commentary on the Minor Prophets: 
�Zephaniah does not predict either this or that particular judgment, but extends and 
completes in comprehensive generality the judgment, by which God maintains His 
kingdom on earth� (Vol. I, pg 123). 
 
Reformer Martin Bucer wrote in his commentary that if anyone wishes all the secret 
oracles of the prophets to be given in a brief compendium, let them read through the brief 
prophecy of Zephaniah. 
 
After revealing God as the Divine Warrior, Judge and King in chapter 1 verses 2-3, 
Zephaniah continues his prophecy by specifically addressing Israel�s false worship, or 
syncretistic worship of God and other gods such as Baal and Milcom (an Ammonite deity 
or false god).  The worship of Israel, the place of their hearts before God is far from 
him�and so he brings God�s judgment against their false worship: 
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Zephaniah 1:4-6   4 "I will stretch out my hand against Judah and against all the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem; and I will cut off from this place the remnant of Baal and the name of the 
idolatrous priests along with the priests,  5 those who bow down on the roofs to the host of the 
heavens, those who bow down and swear to the LORD and yet swear by Milcom,  6 those who 
have turned back from following the LORD, who do not seek the LORD or inquire of him." 
 
Because there is idolatry in the land, and a �remnant of Baal� who serve false gods and 
worship the creation, God will bring about utter devestation: 
 
Zephaniah 1:14-17  14 The great day of the LORD is near, near and hastening fast; the sound 
of the day of the LORD is bitter; the mighty man cries aloud there.  15 A day of wrath is that 
day, a day of distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, 
a day of clouds and thick darkness,  16 a day of trumpet blast and battle cry against the fortified 
cities and against the lofty battlements.  17 I will bring distress on mankind, so that they shall 
walk like the blind, because they have sinned against the LORD; their blood shall be poured 
out like dust, and their flesh like dung. 
 
Notice the repetition of �day� in verses 14-16 to describe the day in a prophetic-poetic 
way to underline the seriousness and consequences of this coming day: 
 
A great day�the day of the LORD is bitter�a day of wrath�a day of distress and 
anguish�a day of ruin and devastation�a day of darkness and gloom�a day of 
clouds and thick darkness�a day of trumpet blast and battle cry�. 
 
This is the kind of Edvard Munch kind of terror-filled, terrible, awful, horrifying, beyond-
comprehension-kind-of-scream-day filled with everything mankind would avoid with all 
his strength and might if he were able; this is the day men spend their entire lifetime 
trying to avoid, running from, not wanting to think about!  This is veritable hell on earth 
brought about by God himself from heaven! 
 
But the question that would have occupied many of the covenant people of the time in 
response to Zephaniah�s prophetic revelation: If the Day of the LORD�s wrath, the Dies 
Irae is sure to come, how would David�s Kingdom be eternally established as God had 
promised David through the Prophet Nathan? If Jerusalem and Judah were to undergo 
God�s judgment, including particularly the king�s sons who were unfaithful to God�s 
covenant (1:8), how would one of David�s son rule eternally upon God�s throne?  If 
judgment is coming, then where would one find salvation? 
 
Even after King Josiah�s reform, the Messianic-David King did not come to rule over 
Israel, only an exchange in foreign kings from Assyria to Babylon. 
 
Although Israel is in a sinful predicament, and her hearts are far from him (revealed in 
her worship) and judgment would begin with the Household of God, nevertheless, 
according to God�s electing love and mercy, he would preserve a remnant for himself: 
 
Zephaniah 3:12-13  12 But I will leave in your midst a people humble and lowly. They shall seek 
refuge in the name of the LORD,  13 those who are left in Israel; they shall do no injustice and 
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speak no lies, nor shall there be found in their mouth a deceitful tongue. For they shall graze 
and lie down, and none shall make them afraid." 
 
There shall be a people, a remnant who will want to hide themselves, to shelter 
themselves in the Name of the LORD! 
 
What/who is the remnant in redemptive-history? (5) When a group undergoes some 
catastrophe ordinarily brought about as punishment for sin, those who survive to become 
the nucleus for the continuation of the human race or the people of God are called the 
remnant (Dillard, 1988).  In fact, the remnant will be those who are humble before the 
LORD calling upon His name by faith; through repentance before God one can find a 
safe haven, shelter, hiding place in the LORD to protect them from his just anger: 
 
Zephaniah 2:1-3  Gather together, yes, gather, O shameless nation,  2 before the decree takes 
effect1- before the day passes away like chaff- before there comes upon you the burning anger 
of the LORD, before there comes upon you the day of the anger of the LORD.  3 Seek the 
LORD, all you humble of the land, who do his just commands;1 seek righteousness; seek 
humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the anger of the LORD. 
 
The remnant will be not only Israelites, but all believing, humble nations who seek the 
LORD and call upon His name; all of the nations will be worshipers who worship the 
Father in spirit and truth (cf. John 4:21-23): 
 
Zephaniah 2:11   11 The LORD will be awesome against them; for he will famish all the gods of 
the earth, and to him shall bow down, each in its place, all the lands of the nations. 
 
Idols and idolatry (the worship of them) would be removed from the earth by God�s 
judgment; nothing would compete with his Lordship. 
 
Through the remnant, God would fulfill his promises to Abraham and David.  Although 
judgment will come, the Prophet Nathan�s words to King David will come to pass: 
 
2 Samuel 7:12-17  12 When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will 
raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his 
kingdom.  13 He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom 
forever.  14 I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son. When he commits iniquity, I 
will discipline him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men,  15 but my steadfast 
love will not depart from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you.  16 And 
your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me.1 Your throne shall be 
established forever.'"  17 In accordance with all these words, and in accordance with all this 
vision, Nathan spoke to David. 
 
Although Zephaniah�s eschatological vision includes the calamitous wrath of God and 
the very undoing of the creation order against sin, there will be a king in Israel.  But the 
King who will rule in Israel will be God himself according to the Prophet Zephaniah: 
 
Zephaniah 3:15-17   15 The LORD has taken away the judgments against you; he has cleared 
away your enemies. The King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you shall never again fear 
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evil.  16 On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: "Fear not, O Zion; let not your hands grow 
weak.  17 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. 
 
Who will be the long-awaited Davidic King ruling over God�s people according to 
Zephaniah? (6) Part of the eschatological vision that Zephaniah reveals to the people is 
that the King who reigns eternally in Jerusalem upon David�s throne will be none other 
than �the LORD in your midst� (3:15b); the King that will sit enthroned upon David�s 
throne ruling over Jerusalem will be �The LORD your God in your midst, a mighty one 
who will save (3:17). 
 
That�s how that he can be both David�s son and David�s Lord as Psalm 110 revealed to 
the people: The LORD says to my Lord: "Sit at my right hand, until I make your 
enemies your footstool." (cf. Luke 20:41-44). 
 
On the eve of Israel�s exile, it is revealed that no one but the LORD YHWH Himself 
could be the Savior and deliver his people from their sins; no one but the LORD YHWH 
himself could save his people from their depravity.   
 
When the people of God would have compared this revelation with the prior revelation of 
the prophets that Messiah, the King would be �the righteous branch of David� (Jer. 23:5-
6); the �one shepherd, God�s servant David� (Ezek. 34:23); a priest crowned king, whose 
name is �Branch� (Zech. 6:11-13) or the Lord, Messenger of the Covenant, who will 
purify the sons of Levi (Malachi 3:1-3); they could have understood by faith that Messiah 
would be YHWH Himself. 
 
But at this point in redemptive-history, this was not fully understood by the people and 
this would the great news revealed on Christmas night by the angels in the little town of 
Bethlehem, Ephrata. 
 
Messiah, the LORD, the King who would reign on David�s throne at God�s right hand in 
heaven would be God, but also distinct from God.  The Word, who is God, would be 
made flesh: 
 
John 1:1-4, 14: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.  2 He was in the beginning with God.  3 All things were made through him, and without 
him was not any thing made that was made.  4 In him was life,1 and the life was the light of 
men....John 1:14  14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
 
The salvation of God�s people, the restoration of Israel, the restoring of Israel�s fortunes 
would be realized in the Word becoming flesh- -our �Immanuel�- -God with us!  Those 
who believed whether Jew or Gentile, would be restored as the Remnant-Restored-
Reformed Israel and heir of God�s covenantal promises just as Zephaniah prophesied: 
 
Zephaniah 3:19-20   19 Behold, at that time I will deal with all your oppressors. And I will save 
the lame and gather the outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all 
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the earth.  20 At that time I will bring you in, at the time when I gather you together; for I will 
make you renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your 
fortunes before your eyes," says the LORD. 
 
Messiah, Jesus Christ, would experience God�s eschatological-judgment-wrath upon the 
cross; God�s wrath poured out upon Messiah would be substitutionary, a slaughtered 
lamb for all who believe; all creation would be affected as Christ would die for the True 
Israel for whom he came to die.   
 
As the LORD God had prophesied through Zephaniah and revealed himself as the Savior 
and King in the midst of His people, so we see this fully revealed in the Book of 
Revelation: 
 
Revelation 7:15-17:  15 "Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve him day and 
night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence.  16 They 
shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching 
heat.  17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them 
to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes." 
 
I think it is interesting that this passage that the Apostle John uses combines many of the 
prophecies from The Book of the Twelve and especially Zephaniah�s prophecy of God 
ruling in the midst.  This passage in Revelation uses the language of God �sheltering� his 
people with his presence (7:15) which as we have seen is one possible meaning to 
Zephaniah�s name: �God shelters� or �protects�. 
 
How does the Book of Revelation in the New Testament reveal the fulfillment of 
Zephaniah�s prophecy? (7) In this glorious eschatological vision of the Book of 
Revelation we see the restored and reformed believing Israel, as God the King and Lamb 
rules in the midst of His people.  The people of God, the remnant and recipients of God�s 
mercy will behold the Lamb of God who has taken away their sins and as Zephaniah 
poetically and prophetically says, YWHW has taken away the judgments against you in 
Christ (3:15); YHWH is the Holy King in your midst (3:15b); YHWH will rejoice over 
his people with gladness (3:18); YHWH will gather his people together and will make his 
people renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, restoring their 
covenantal fortunes so that everyone can see (3:20)- -and he will wipe away every tear of 
tribulation and pain from the eyes of his people! 
 
Yet those who rejected Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the very Word of God made flesh, the 
cornerstone of God�s New and Holy Temple would become the capstone to their grave!  
Those who reject Christ have but to re-read Zephaniah�s prophecy concerning the Day of 
the LORD to know what to expect from the LORD of Glory when he returns with great 
wrath and vengeance to judge all sinful creation!  The Bible tells us of this day more 
clearly in the Book of Revelation: 
 
Revelation 6:12-17   12 When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great 
earthquake, and the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood,  13 and 
the stars of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale.  
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14 The sky vanished like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was 
removed from its place.  15 Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and 
the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave1 and free, hid themselves in the caves and 
among the rocks of the mountains,  16 calling to the mountains and rocks, "Fall on us and hide 
us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb,  17 for the 
great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?" 
 
As Zephaniah preaches to the people, so may the Word of God continue to go forth: 
 
 
ESV Zephaniah 2:3 Seek the LORD, all you humble of the land, who do his just commands;1 

seek righteousness; seek humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the anger of the 
LORD. 
 
Obey God�s word by seeking him while he may be found and call upon him while he is 
near in repentance, then you too may be �Zephaniah� or the one whom God hides or 
shelters on the day of his anger. 
 
CRB 
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