
Session 7: Zephaniah - the prophet who spoke to the heart

For fifty-five long years the people of the southern kingdom of Judah suffered under the
rule of King Manasseh. His father Hezekiah had been a good king who, when the Assyrians
invaded the land in 701BC, responded with absolute trust in the Lord and saw Jerusalem
miraculously delivered. But as the Bible shows us again and again, faith isn't something that
is inherited from father to son. As soon as he could, Manasseh undid all the religious reform
of his father. He set up altars to foreign gods, he consulted mediums, and in line with these
pagan customs he even sacrificed his firstborn son in the fire. 

But his rejection of the Lord wasn't just a matter of changing religion. We are told in 2 Kings
21:16 that Manasseh also shed so much innocent blood that he filled Jerusalem from end
to end. Manasseh, it is clear, didn't set much store on what the Lord commanded him to do.
Even if the book of Chronicles is right and he did repent towards the end of his reign, the
damage was done. 

So what future was there for those who had remained faithful to the Lord? After the brief
reign of Manasseh's son, Amon, that lasted only two years, along came King Josiah, the last
good king of Judah.

Look at 2 Kings 22:1-13 (and don't worry too much about the difficult names!) Why did King
Josiah tear his robes when he heard the book of the Lord had been found? 

Very  simply,  he  realised  that  the  book  of  the  Lord  revealed  the  disobedience  and  the
sinfulness of God's people. He tore his robes as a mark of repentance, and he sought an
answer to the Lord as to what was going to happen. It might be worth pausing at this point,
and asking when did the reading of God's word last provoke a similar response in us? We
know that Josiah had been walking with the Lord from the moment he came to the throne
(vv.1-2).  But  the mark  of  a  living  faith  is  that  when we hear  Lord speak to  us,  we are
prepared to take His word seriously. We don't assume His words are for someone us. We
recognise they apply to us.

At some point during the reign of King Josiah the prophet Zephaniah delivered his message
(Zeph 1:1). We know very little about the prophet except it is striking his family line is traced
back to Hezekiah. The most probable reason for this is that he really was descended from
the royal  line  of  the king who had so bravely  resisted the Assyrians  in 701BC,  and like
Hezekiah, Zephaniah very much calls the people of God to a renewed faith and trust in the
Lord.

However what is striking about Zephaniah is that he makes almost no reference to Josiah's
reforms. He makes no mention about the rebuilding of the temple, or the rediscovery of the
law. Because what Zephaniah sees is that the problem with the people of Judah lies far
deeper, at the level of the heart. Unless the deepest attitudes of the heart are addressed, all
the reforms for Josiah will count for very little, and indeed what is so striking is that the next
generation of prophets are addressing exactly the same issues as Zephaniah. 



Read Zephaniah chapter 3:1-5. How had the leadership of Jerusalem failed the people?
How should have they known what the Lord wanted of them?

While  the  king  might  have  been  walking  faithfully  with  the  Lord,  the  other  levels  of
government clearly took no interest in serving Him. Zephaniah lists in turn failings of the
officials, the rulers, the prophets and the priests in verses 3 and 4. They used their power
and their influence to dominate and to oppress, so that the whole city had become corrupt.
Yet the irony was, that in the midst of Jerusalem lay the temple where the Lord had made
His dwelling among His people, and revealed His mercy and His justice. There is nothing
worse than the people of God hearing what the Lord expects of them and yet taking no
action. 

Move on to verses 6-8. Zephaniah says that the people of Jerusalem should have learnt
from how the Lord dealt with other nations. But they did not. So what warning does he
give them? Is there anything we can learn from this warning?

Above the southern kingdom of Judah lay the remains of the northern kingdom of Israel. It
had turned away from the Lord and been invaded in 722BC. It had lost its identity and the
people there no longer worshipped the Lord. If that example wasn't clear enough, the rise
and fall  of nations all  around them as the prophets had foretold should have spoken to
them. But they could not and would not listen to the Lord's message. So the fate of Judah
was going to be the same as that for all the other nations - the anger and the wrath of the
Lord.  This may all sound dry and rather technical, but we mustn't forget that the equivalent
to  the  people  of  Judah  is  us,  God's  people.  History  shows us  many  examples  of  what
happens  when  churches  turn  away  from  the  Lord.  The  Lord  patiently  waits  for  us  to
respond. But in the end, if we do not accept correction, He must and He will act.

Move  on  to  verses  9-13.  Zephaniah  presents  a  beautiful  picture  of  what  life  in  the
kingdom of God will be like. Who will enjoy life there? Is this a vision that still lies in the
future for us? 

Zephaniah points to a future where many different nationalities quite literally rub shoulders
with each other (v.9) and call on the Lord's name. It will be a future where the proud will be
no more, but the meek and the humble will be rewarded for their faith in the Lord (v.12). It
will be a future where no-one will tell lies or do wrong (v.13).

In some ways Zephaniah's vision points to the first coming of Jesus. When the church was
born  at  Pentecost,  people  from  many  different  nations  responded  to  the  good  news.
Through the cross our wrongs have already been forgiven and all can call on the name of the
Lord. But Jesus also says in Matthew 5:5 that blessed are the meek for they will inherit the
earth. We still live in anticipation of the time when human pride is finally defeated and faith
rewarded. 

Read verses 14-20. How should Zephaniah's vision inspire us? The point of any picture of
the future is not just to tell us what is going to happen. It is to cause us to respond in faith
and in obedience as we glimpse who the Lord is and what He is going to do. Spend some
time dwelling on these verses and then allow them to inspire you in praise and worship.


