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Lesson 109

Zephaniah—Threatenings and Promises
Zephaniah, chapters 1 through 3

Memory Verse
“I will leave also in the midst of thee an afflicted and poor people,
and they shall trust in the name of the LORD.”
—Zephaniah 3:12

The Time of Zephaniah

“If God be for us, who can be against us?” Paul exclaims in Romans 8:31. In the book of
Zephaniah, we learn that the opposite is also true: “If God be against us, who can be for us?”
(Zephaniah 2:5). We like to hear of God’s love and mercy. We also must realize that God is holy,
just, and righteous, and he must punish sin. Let us study the book of Zephaniah and learn what
God’s justice means for us.

We read in chapter 1, verse 1 that Zephaniah prophesied during the reign of King Josiah, most
likely in the beginning of Josiah’s reign. Josiah’s grandfather was Manasseh, the most wicked
of all the kings of Judah, who was remarkably converted while he was in prison in Babylon.
Manasseh returned to the throne and tried to undo some of the dreadful spiritual damage he had
done to Judah. When he died, his son Amon became king. Sadly he did not continue his father’s
reforms, but did evil in the sight of the Lord. He was killed by some of his servants after only two
years as king. Amon’s son Josiah was only eight years old when he was crowned king of Judah.

A Message of Judgment

In 2 Kings 21:13—14 we read that because of the horrible sins and bloodshed of Manasseh, the
Lord would “wipe Jerusalem as a man wipeth a dish, wiping it, and turning it upside down.” This is
also the message of the book of Zephaniah. Mincing no words, the prophet Zephaniah starts out by
declaring, “I will utterly consume all things from off the land, saith the LORD” (verse 2). In verse
three, we read the word “consume” two more times. Six times in this short book we read the words
“cut off” or “cut down.” Four times we read the words “anger” and “punish”, and twice the words
“destroy,” “wrath,” and “woe.” Other words we read are “howl,” “cry,” “reproach,” “famish,” and
“devour.” Who was the Lord angry at and why? Zephaniah had a message for the people of Judah
in chapter 1; and the Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites, Ethiopians, and Assyrians in chapter 2. In
chapter 3, he singled out the people of Jerusalem.
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God does not punish arbitrarily. In the book of Zephaniah, he clearly points out the sins which
he must punish. We read in chapter 1 that the people of Judah, God’s covenant people, had turned



their backs to him and were worshiping false gods such as Baal (verse 4), the sun moon and stars
(verse 5), ignored God’s warnings (verse 6), and followed the fashions of the world (verse 8). They
did not think God saw or cared about what they did: “The Lord will not do good, neither will he
do evil” (verse 12). In chapter 3, verse 2, we read that the people did not obey, ignored corrections,
did not trust God, and no longer even prayed to the Lord. In verses 3 and 4, princes are compared
to devouring lions, and judges to wolves. Prophets are said to be light and treacherous, and priests
polluted God’s house.

Did anyone tremble when they heard Zephaniah’s dreadful descriptions of the fear, terror and
desolation which God would send upon them? When Zephaniah saw a few who seemed to be
moved, he cried out, “Seek ye the LORD, all ye meek of the earth, which have wrought his
judgment; seek righteousness, seek meekness: it may be ye shall be hid in the day of the LORD’s
anger” (chapter 2:3).

A Message of Mercy

The last blast of Zephaniah’s trumpet of alarm is, “All the earth shall be devoured with the
fire of my jealousy” (chapter 3, verse 8). Then there is an amazing change. In the very next verse
Zephaniah goes on to say, “For then will I turn to the people a pure language, that they may all call
upon the name of the LORD, to serve him with one consent.” The rest of the book of Zephaniah is
filled with words of comfort. Having just read of God’s fearful judgments makes reading of God’s
love and mercy all the more amazing. Not only do we read of God’s people rejoicing in the Lord,
we read of God rejoicing in his people: “The Lord thy God in the midst of thee is mighty; he will
save, he will rejoice over thee with love; he will rest in his love, he will joy over thee with singing”
(Zephaniah 3:17). How can this be? The solution to this riddle is found in Luke 23:44-46. May this
fill your heart with love!

Review Questions

1. Who was Zephaniah’s great-great-grandfather?
a. Cushi
b. Gedaliah
c. Hiskiah

2. In Zephaniah 1:5, what did the people of Judah do on their roof tops?
a. Pray to the Lord
b. Look at their neighbours’ wives

c. Worship the host of heaven

3. In Zephaniah 1:12, who does God say he will punish?
a. Princes clothed with strange apparel

b. Men that were settled on their lees



d. Rulers, prophets, and priests

4. In chapter 1:13, what will the people of Judah not be able to do? (choose 2)

a. Live in the new houses they built

b. Harvest the grain they sowed

c. Drink wine from the vines they planted.

5. In Zephaniah 2:4, all five Philistine cities are mentioned EXCEPT:

a. Gaza

b. Ashkelon

c. Gath

6. Who will replace the Philistines in their land? (Zephaniah 2:6, 7)
a. Shepherds with flocks

b. Egyptians and Babylonians

c. The remnant of the house of Judah
d. Bothaandc

7. Make a list of the expressions used in Zephaniah 1:15-16 to describe the day of the LORD.

0

0
0
0

8. From chapter 3:3—4, list the four groups of leaders, and their description.

Groups of [eaders

Their Descriptions

Discussion Questions

1. When people have questions about what is happening in the world around them, what are
some places they go for answers? What is the best place to go? Have you ever had your questions

answered there?




2. In chapter 3:2, Habakkuk says, “O LORD, I have heard thy speech, and was afraid.” Should
we fear God? If so, what kind of fear should we have toward God? What kind of fear should we
not have?

3. For a long time, the monk Martin Luther tried to make himself righteous before a just and holy
God. He did everything the Roman Catholic Church prescribed, and more. He was very troubled,
until he read Romans 1:17, where Paul quotes Habakkuk 2:4, “The just shall live by faith.”
Suddenly it was as if the gates of heaven swung open, and Luther walked through them into
paradise. From that moment on, Luther was a new man. What did Luther suddenly understand,
when he read this verse?

4. Paul quotes “the just shall live by faith” in Romans 1:17, Galatians 3:11, and Hebrews 10:38.

Why do you think this was one of Paul’s favourite texts?




