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Zephaniah chapter 3 – our part
Over the last two weeks we have been looking at the prophecy found in Zephaniah, an Old Testament prophet.  This is the final week.
Zephaniah was a man of royal descent and would have had access to speak to royal court officials and those with political influence.  He was in Judah during the reign of king Josiah, before the exile imposed by the Babylonian empire.
As we have looked at previously the words of God appear harsh, a lot of doom and gloom.  We can interpret the words of God as punishment – an angry God looking down on people who have turned away from Him.  If we read it like that though we could portray God as an egomaniac – people are not looking to me so therefore I must punish them.  I want attention!
I hope that we have been able to read it in a different light now.  For me, despite the language of punishment, the majority of it relates to the wrath of God.  This is different to reactionary anger – it is a heart provoked reaction that emanates from a position of deep love.  The people that God loves have been enticed away from Him and so they do not look to Him for provision of the love and care and protection that He can give to them.
How would you feel if someone that you love removes themselves from your life and influence because someone has tempted them away making something extremely harmful look like fun? Rarely does our love for them diminish but we often consider harsh action to release them from damage.  I used to hear the phrase “being cruel to be kind” – but cruel is the wrong word in my opinion – perhaps “being harsh to be kind”.
In Zephaniah’s time, there have been various issues.  Those who have become apathetic to God, not expecting Him to do anything, good or bad.  There are those who have begun to worship other idols, including the temple priests, leading others to dilute the name of God.  They would worship God, but also in the same breath give worship to other Gods, including Molech.  These acts of worship included child sacrifice, which was never a requirement of God.
Surrounding nations would see the practices that were being performed in Judah and would attribute them to their God.  It was damaging to God, but He could cope with that – His being God does not rely upon what people think of Him - but He could not cope with His beloved children being brought into such damage and harm.  In these prophetic words there is also an opportunity for them to whole-heartedly return to God.
In the previous two chapters there was prophecy against different nations, but chapter three centres of Jerusalem.
The first verse calls Jerusalem the city of oppressors.  Without the fear of God keeping the people aligned to take heed of His commands, the community that was supposed to reflect mutual care, respect and love for each other had fallen into hierarchy, capitalism and individualism, with deep contrast between the rich and the poor, or those holding power and those who did not.
The officials of roaring lions and evening wolves means that those who held control had become aggressively greedy.  The more they had, the more they wanted – and they would get it by any means.
The prophets would spread lies, what people wanted to hear, while the priests made a mockery of keeping God’s commands by allowing idol worship in the temples.
Perhaps we want God to continue to do good, to make people flock back to Him, I mean, that is His responsibility, right?  But we are told that is exactly what was happening.  He still dispensed justice, but whatever He gave would have been swallowed up – oppressors will continue to take whatever they are able.  Any show of power could be attributed to their own human self.
God continues to speak words of judgement and the actions that He will take, demolishing strongholds and cities.  The prophecy is to the whole world.
Then from verse 9 the prophecy turns to the restoration and favour of the Lord returning.  Even whilst exiled in different places God promises that their lips will be purified and they may call upon the name of the Lord.  That the scattered people will bring their offerings to God, and God alone, in the place where they find themselves.
This is imparting that God does not dwell in the temple or in Jerusalem.  He can be found and worshiped anywhere.  He is bigger than what they build for Him.  If they call upon His name He will come to them – unlike having to go to an idol or make it themselves.
The ultimate promise is that their home nation will be made safe again for the meek and the humble.  Those who find their security in God and will not therefore subdue, persecute or oppress others.
This promise that the remnant of Israel will do no wrong and speak no lies.  No one will make them afraid.  At that point they may sing and shout, rejoice and be glad, for the Lord has taken away their punishment.
And yet we know from reading the Bible that Jerusalem and the inhabitants did not return to sunshine and rainbows.  After the exile those returning to rebuild the walls (Ezra and Nehemiah) were subjected to mocking and vandalism.  In the days of Jesus, the nation and people were encompassed into the Roman empire and made to cower before them or face extreme punishments.
And when Jesus preached what we refer to at the Beatitudes, in Matthew 5, He echoes the favour upon the meek and the humble. For example, Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth, blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. Blessed are the merciful, the pure in heart,  the peacemakers.  This is the community that Jesus was blessing and desiring.  He didn’t say “just wait for God to act and bring about this justice before you change or find your worth”.  He is saying that the attributes that were counter cultural are valued and prized in spite of, and perhaps especially because, how the culture wanted them to act.
So how do we read this?  I told you in week one that one of my favourite passages is found in this book.  Verse 17 – “The Lord your God is with you, He is mighty to save.  He will take great delight in you, He will quiet you with His love, He will rejoice over you with singing”.
Let us use this as a human metaphor for a moment.  There is a child: it may be you as the child, or it may be that you imagine this as the parent.
The child is loved by the parents.  Their joy and delight.  The child has been taught repeatedly how to behave and to treat people with love and respect, including themselves.  They have been told what they should not do.  The parents have modelled the actions themselves towards the child.
As the child grows they are given more independence.  Choices are made on their own terms.  Despite saying that they should stay away from something, let us say a hot oven, they decide to touch it anyway.
Their little fingers are burnt.  They have felt the consequences of not listening or following the advice and model of their parents.  Yet in that consequence of pain and rejection of their advice the parent still loves them.  It was not a punishment that they inflicted, but a consequence.
Imagine a different situation, perhaps an older child of any age has turned to gambling (or any addiction) and stealing to feed their addiction.  The parents had no choice but to watch them fall deeper into the consequence of their actions.  If that child turns back to the parents and truly repents of what they have done and wants their help to regain their better life, what happens?
The parent may well chide the child – but it would be for their own growth in decision making.  As well as chiding them, they are likely to draw the child close to them.  They will be so close that they are able to quiet them with their own calmness.
The oven is not taken away or never used again – or the temptation of gambling cannot be eliminated.  The danger is still there, but lessons have been learned – we hope.  The child will listen more closely to the parent and take on board that there are consequences to their actions – and be able to accept help and future advice.
This is the prophecy that God is giving, albeit on a much larger scale.  Today, we look at the world and we can see similar situations.  The rich want to get richer, the oppressed become more helpless and remote from “normal” society.  Individual needs and wants overrule community formation.  And community is not just meeting with people like self – community should be everyone.
For those who live in accordance with the laws of God – in the Spirit of the law – their strength and honour will be found in that place, despite the danger still surrounding them.  It may not be recognised by those who do not know Jesus, they are not exempt from struggles and situations – but they will have honour in the eyes of God.
And the honour will be restored before our very eyes.  We are not going to be extricated from hardship – but we will see restoration if we resist the falsehood of things in this culture appearing good that will ultimately harm us, and live counter culturally in alignment with Jesus.  And if you are unsure what may be harmful and what is beneficial, pray that the Holy Spirit guides you.
Whatever place you may find yourself in, stick to what the Lord has modelled.  Even when it is difficult, or may appear foolish, show compassion, care, respect and love for those around you.  And if that is not returned, listen very carefully, for the presence of God IS with you – he will draw you close to Him, so close He can quiet you with His love, and He will rejoice over you with singing.
A loving parent, so intimately in love with their child, that a unique song is sung over them.  And woe to anyone who tries to remove them from those arms as was the case in the time of Zephaniah.  Trust in God and God alone.
