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Zephaniah chapter 1 – How do we read doom and gloom?
After a beautiful start to the New Year last week, with the baptism of Carl and welcoming him into membership, this reading may be a complete crash back down to earth.
But I do not think that it should be.  I have chosen to concentrate on Zephaniah, an Old Testament prophet, writing during the time of the kings, so before the exile and scattering of the nations at the hands of Babylon.  It is only three chapters so will only last for three weeks.
I think it is a good place to examine some of the prophets and perhaps how we should read some of these words – which quite frankly are not very cheery!
I confess that I have never studied Zephaniah before, never spoken on the book, and cannot remember hearing a sermon on his words.  So this is revealing things to me too.
And I would imagine that this beginning is very seldom in anyone’s top 10 encouraging Bible passages!  But it is the word of God, so we should not just skip over it.  And just to give you hope – one of my top passages does appear in chapter three, so be patient.
A little background though.  Zephaniah is introduced by a short genealogy, a list of his ancestors, including Hezekiah, most likely the very noteworthy and God reliant king, revealing that he was probably related to the royal line.  This would have meant that he had considerable social standing in Judah.
Zephaniah would have been speaking with court circles and political characters.  He was familiar with the writings of previous prophets such as Isaiah and Amos and may have been aware of the ministry of the young Jeremiah – prophesying at the same time.
The reigning king at the time was Josiah and the words would have been uttered around the early part of his reign.  A spoiler alert – Josiah did go on to attempt reforms, which could be attributed to his listening and taking note of Zephaniah’s prophecies.
The first few verses, warning of God sweeping away everything, people, animals, birds and fishes, cannot be candy coated.  This is a harsh judgement.  Perhaps this reflects our image of a vengeful and angry God.

When we continue into verses 4 to 6 we see the reason for the judgement from God.  The worship of idols, including the priests in the temple.  This was not just a few people, or different cultures from immigration.  This was God’s people who had begun to worship pagan Gods, or the starry host, or perhaps the worst of all who would swear by the name of God in the same breath as swearing by the name of another God.  The worship of Molech included child sacrifice which was never required by God – and completely rejected by Him.
Amongst worshiping idols there is also judgement against those who were apathetic – neither seeking Him or enquiring of Him.
As I read this I am struck by the similarity of today.  We are told that church attendance is dropping, there are so many shops that offer spiritual offerings – in Edinburgh there is a shop, encouraged by Harry Potter, that sell witchcraft curios – the queue was phenomenal.  How wonderful would it be to see the same queue outside St Andrews – seeking goodness and truth.
But why should EVERYONE suffer?  Isn’t that our cry?  Why doesn’t God destroy the wicked and then everything would be lovely?
Yet often I hear this used by people who begin by saying that they cannot believe in a God who allows suffering – doesn’t that fall into the category of not seeking Him or enquiring of Him? Just attributing the worst to Him.
I do not have a profound answer to the question.  Except that God created people and gave His laws as a framework of how to live together, in the hope that a healthy community would evolve, with love, compassion, respect and care for each other at the heart.
The fact that laws had to be given implies that there has always been a choice for people.  And our desire for justice and judgement on the wicked is then countered by our distaste at these harsh words given by God.  What exactly do we want?
In verse 7 it says that God has prepared a sacrifice and consecrated those He has invited.  What exactly is the sacrifice?  Does it mean that the innocent are sacrificed?  Again this may seem completely unfair – but then we must examine where our hope is.
Is our hope in being good and righteous on this earth, exempting us from all problems and strife and seeing Paradise during our earthly life-time?  Or is our hope secured in God, through the love and forgiveness shown through His Son, Jesus, eternity promised to those who accept Him and invite Him to dwell within them through the power of the Holy Spirit?
Our hope of justice – a kingdom of fairness with no oppression, wickedness or warfare – must surely be in the kingdom of God.  And we have been told that this kingdom will come in the future.  Matthew 5 says:
Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and teaches others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.
In the time of Zephaniah the judgement was given to what would happen to those who had turned away from wholly following and seeking God – through His commands.  Josiah acted and made reforms, which would ultimately have saved some of the people who had lost their way.  But the exile did not happen for years to come. Prophecy gave opportunity to make changes.
Do we read the Scriptures as simply linear – that the words spoken through Zephaniah were only to those people at that time?  Or can we see a circular model.  The sacrifice in verse 7 was Judah at the time that Zephaniah addressed – but Jesus is referred to as a sacrifice too at the time of His crucifixion and resurrection.
And the wickedness does continue today.  We must take equally seriously that the silver and gold that would not save the people from the Lord’s wrath at that time will also not save us today.  Silver and gold could relate to wealth or likely the man-made idols that had been created.
This is why it is so important that we examine seriously where our hope lies.  And rather than see this harsh prophecy as doom and gloom seeing it as the judgement of God to ensure that His desired community of love, care, compassion and respect for each other will be present in His kingdom, when it does at last come.  And we are called to bring it as much as possible today, by the way that we act in our circle of community.  Prophecy was about opportunity to change – so I encourage us to all hear, examine our life – and change if needed.
