
Introduction to Zephaniah Chapter 2

Seek the LORD Before the Day Arrives: The Summons to Humility, the Oracles Against 

the Nations, and the Remnant That Shall Possess

 

Zephaniah chapter 2 is the chapter of the summons and the sweep — the urgent call to seek the LORD  before  the  day  of  His  anger  arrives  (verses  1–3),  followed  by  the  most  geographically comprehensive  set  of  oracles  against  the  surrounding  nations  in  Zephaniah’s  brief  canon: Philistia to the west (verses 4–7), Moab and Ammon to the east (verses 8–11), Cush to the south (verse  12),  and  Assyria  to  the  north  (verses  13–15).  The  structure  is  the  ancient  Near  Eastern compass rose of judgment — the four points representing the comprehensive reach of the divine judgment  that  chapter  1  announced  in  its  most  universal  form.  No  direction  of  escape  is  left open; the day of the LORD that is near and coming quickly reaches to every horizon.

 

The opening summons of verses 1–3 is the most urgent and the most grammatically compressed passage  in  the  chapter.  The  gather  yourselves,  yes,  gather  is  the  intensified  imperative  that matches the urgency of the nearness declared in chapter 1:14. The before the decree takes effect — before the day passes like chaff — before the fierce anger of the LORD comes upon you — the  triple  before  creates  the  most  concentrated  available  expression  of  the  time  pressure  under which  the  invitation  to  seek  the  LORD  is  issued.  The  window  of  the  seeking  is  not  open indefinitely; the day is coming quickly, and the seeking must happen before the day arrives.

 

The perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s anger of verse 3 is one of the most theologically honest statements in the chapter. The perhaps — the ulai — is the same epistemic humility that Amos 5:15 deployed: it may be that the LORD God of hosts will be gracious to the remnant  of  Joseph.  The  seeking  of  the  LORD,  the  seeking  of  righteousness,  the  seeking  of humility  do  not  guarantee  the  protection  from  the  day;  they  create  the  conditions  in  which  the hiding on the day of the LORD’s anger becomes possible. The sovereignty of the divine response to the human seeking is preserved even in the midst of the most urgent invitation to seek.

 

The oracles against the nations are the chapter’s most extended section, and they serve a double purpose. As in Amos 1–2, the nations are condemned for specific crimes against humanity before the  covenant  community  is  addressed  in  its  own  judgment  —  but  unlike  Amos,  the  oracles  in Zephaniah  contain  within  them  the  promise  of  the  remnant’s  possession  of  the  condemned territories. The Philistine coast will become the possession of the remnant of the house of Judah (verse 7); the remnant of the LORD’s people will plunder them (verse 9). The judgment of the nations is simultaneously the inheritance of the faithful remnant. The cosmic sweep of the divine judgment has the covenant community’s restoration as its positive underside.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Zephaniah chapter 2 as people who have heard the day-of-the-LORD announcement of chapter 1 and now face the most urgent available invitation of the prophetic tradition: seek the LORD, all you humble of the land, who do his just commands; seek righteousness, seek humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s anger. We come knowing that the window of the seeking is not open indefinitely, that the day is near and hastening, and that the before of verses 2–3 — before the decree takes effect, before the day passes, before the fierce anger comes — is the most urgent available expression of the time pressure under which the invitation is issued.

 

Lord, let the seek the LORD produce the genuine, active, wholehearted seeking that the invitation requires — not the passive acknowledgment of the Lord’s existence that the practical deism of chapter 1:12 represents, but the active, earnest, urgent seeking of the covenant God who has been announcing the day and who has, in the announcing, made the seeking possible. The day is near. The window is open. Let us seek while the seeking can still be done.

 

And let the oracles against the nations be received as the theological declaration that the divine judgment is comprehensive — that the compass rose of the judgment reaches to every horizon and that no nation escapes the accounting that the covenant God keeps. But let the remnant shall possess the land dimension of each oracle also be received: the judgment of the nations is the inheritance of the faithful remnant. The sweep of the divine judgment has the covenant community’s restoration as its positive underside. We are the remnant. Let us seek the LORD before the day.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Zephaniah 2:1–3

Seek the LORD Before the Day Arrives: The Triple Before and the Perhaps of the Hidden Remnant

 

(1) Gather yourselves together, yea, gather together,

O nation not desired;

(2) Before the decree bring forth,

before the day pass as the chaff,

before the fierce anger of the LORD come upon you,

before the day of the LORD’s anger come upon you.

(3) 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.

 

The Context

The gather yourselves, yes, gather of verse 1 is the intensified imperative that opens the chapter with the most urgent available command. The Hebrew uses the intensified infinitive absolute — hitqosheshu  veqoshu  —  creating  the  emphatic  double  imperative  that  signals  the  greatest possible urgency. The nation being addressed is described as the nation without shame — the lo nikhsaf, the nation that has not been made pale with shame by its own condition. The absence of the  shame  is  the  spiritual  diagnosis  that  makes  the  urgency  of  the  summons  necessary:  the community that has  no sense of its  own shameful  condition  needs the most  emphatic available summons to gather before it is too late.

 

The triple before of verse 2  —  before the decree takes  effect,  before the  day passes like  chaff, before  the  fierce  anger  of  the  LORD  comes  upon  you,  before  the  day  of  the  LORD’s  anger comes  upon  you  —  is  the  most  concentrated  available  expression  of  the  time  pressure  under which the seeking is invited. The fourfold repetition of the before creates a sense of the rapidly narrowing window: the decree is about to take effect; the day is about to pass like chaff before the  wind;  the  fierce  anger  is  about  to  come.  The  time  is  short.  The  window  is  closing.  The seeking must happen before the closing.

 

The day passes like chaff is one of the most vivid available images for the irreversibility of  the coming day. The chaff that the wind carries away from  the threshing floor does  not  return;  the moment of the threshing is a moment that cannot be undone. The day of the LORD’s anger that passes like chaff is the day that, once it has come, cannot be rolled back. The seeking that should have been done before the day now cannot be done on the day itself. The window of the seeking is before; the chaff-day is the closing of the before.

 

The  seek  ye  the  LORD,  all  you  humble  of  the  earth  of  verse  3  is  the  most  direct  available positive  command  in  the  chapter,  contrasting  with  the  nation  without  shame  of  verse  1.  The humble  of  the  earth  —  the  anawim,  the  lowly,  the  poor  in  spirit  who  do  not  have  the  self-sufficient  confidence of  the settled-on-the-dregs  community  —  are the specific audience of the seeking  invitation.  The  proud,  the  self-confident,  the  practical  deists  of  chapter  1:12  are  not likely to seek; the humble are the ones whose very lowliness has preserved the capacity for the seeking that the proud have lost. The threefold seek — seek the LORD, seek righteousness, seek humility — is the three-dimensional seeking that the covenant relationship requires: not merely the  seeking  of  the  divine  person,  but  the  seeking  of  the  divine  standard  and  the  seeking  of  the disposition toward the divine person that makes the seeking genuine.

 

The perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s anger is the most theologically honest statement  in  the  section.  The  ulai  —  the  perhaps  —  preserves  the  divine  sovereignty  in  the response to the human seeking. The seeking of the LORD, the seeking of righteousness, and the seeking  of  humility  do  not  guarantee  the  protection;  they  create  the  conditions  in  which  the hiding  may  be  possible. The  perhaps  is  not  the  expression  of  divine  uncertainty  about  whether the seeking will produce the protection; it is the expression of the divine sovereignty that cannot be commandeered by the human performance. The seeking is commanded; the protecting is the divine prerogative.

 

Plain American English

Gather  together  and  pray,  you  shameless  nation.  Gather  while  there  is  still  time,  before judgment begins and your opportunity is blown away like chaff. Act now, before the fierce anger of the LORD falls and the terrible day of the LORD’s anger begins. Seek the LORD, all who are humble, and follow his commands. Seek to do what is right and to live humbly. Perhaps even yet the LORD will protect you — protect you from his anger on that day of destruction.

 

Key Observations

“Gather yourselves together, yea, gather together, O nation not desired”: This signifies The Intensified Double Imperative Addressed to the Nation Without Shame Is the Most Emphatic Available Summons — the Community That Has Not Been Made Pale with Shame by Its Own Condition Requires the Most Urgent Available Call to Gather Before It Is Too Late.

The  gather  yourselves,  yes,  gather  is  the  Hebrew  intensified  imperative  that  signals  the  most emphatic  urgency  available  in  the  language.  And  the  nation  without  shame  —  the  community that has  not  been made  pale, that has  not  experienced the shame-producing self-awareness  that would  naturally  lead  to  the  seeking  —  is  the  specific  audience  of  the  most  emphatic  possible summons. The absence of the natural shame-response that would motivate the seeking is exactly the  condition  that  requires  the  external  prophetic  summons  to  produce  it.  The  community  that does  not  naturally  feel  the  urgency  of  the  seeking  because  it  has  not  felt  the  shame  of  its  own condition  is  the  community  that  most  needs  the  emphatically  urgent  command:  gather,  gather, before the day closes the window.

“Before the decree bring forth, before the day pass as the chaff, before the fierce anger of the LORD come upon you”: This signifies The Triple Before Creates the Most Concentrated Available Expression of the Narrowing Window — the Before Is Not a Statement of How Much Time Remains but of How Little, and the Chaff Image Establishes the Irreversibility of the Day That Has Passed. The fourfold before is the rhetorical form of the most concentrated urgency: the decree is about to take effect; the day is about to pass like chaff; the fierce anger is about to arrive; the day of the LORD’s anger is about to come. Each before narrows the window further, so that by the fourth before  the  window  is  nearly  closed.  The  chaff  image  is  the  key  to  the  irreversibility:  the  chaff that the wind carries away from the threshing floor does not return. The moment of the threshing is the moment that cannot be undone. The day of the LORD’s anger that passes like chaff is the day that cannot be recalled. The window of the seeking is before the chaff-day; the chaff-day is the end of the window.

“Seek ye the LORD… seek righteousness, seek meekness: it may be ye shall be hid in the day of the LORD’s anger”: This signifies The Threefold Seek Is the Three-Dimensional Covenant Seeking, and the Perhaps Preserves the Divine Sovereignty in the Response — the Seeking Is Commanded; the Protecting Is the Divine Prerogative That Cannot Be Commandeered by the Human Performance. The threefold seek — seek the LORD, seek righteousness, seek humility — is the most complete available description of the seeking that the covenant relationship requires. Seek the LORD is the seeking of the divine person: the active, earnest orientation of the whole self toward the covenant God. Seek righteousness is the seeking of the divine standard: the active pursuit of the covenant justice that the LORD requires in the daily life. Seek humility is the seeking of the disposition: the lowliness of the anawim who do not have the self-confident pride of the settled-on-the-dregs community.  And  the  perhaps  that  follows  the  threefold  seek  is  the  most  theologically  honest element:  the  seeking  does  not  guarantee  the  protection;  it  creates  the  conditions  in  which  the divine  protection  may  be  extended.  The  perhaps  is  not  the  uncertainty  of  a  God  who  does  not know  what  He  will  do;  it  is  the  sovereignty  of  a  God  who  cannot  be  bound  by  the  human performance.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Triple Before as the Most Urgent Available Theological Statement That the Window of the Seeking Is Not Open Indefinitely and That the Day’s Approach Defines the Urgency of the Present Moment: The before the decree takes effect, before the day passes like chaff, before the fierce anger of the LORD comes is the most concentrated available expression of the time pressure that defines the urgency of the seeking. The community of faith that treats the seeking of the LORD as a matter of convenience or preference  — that fits the seeking into the schedule when the schedule permits — has not understood the triple before. The window is narrowing. The day is approaching. The chaff-image establishes the irreversibility of the day that has passed. Seek now, while the seeking is still possible.

2.  Practice  the  Threefold  Seeking  as  the  Most  Complete  Available  Form  of  the  Covenant Seeking  —  Seeking  the  Divine  Person,  the  Divine  Standard,  and  the  Disposition  That Makes the Seeking Genuine: The seek the LORD, seek righteousness, seek humility is the most complete available description of the covenant seeking because it covers all three dimensions of the  covenant  relationship:  the  personal  (seek  the  LORD),  the  ethical  (seek  righteousness),  and the dispositional (seek humility). The seeking that addresses only one or two of these dimensions is  the  incomplete  seeking:  the  community  that  seeks  the  LORD  personally  but  does  not  seek righteousness ethically has not understood the covenant’s ethical dimension; the community that seeks  righteousness  ethically  but  not  the  LORD  personally  has  separated  the  ethical  practice from the relational ground that gives it meaning.

3. Hold the Perhaps as the Most Honest Available Theological Statement That the Human Seeking  Does  Not  Command  the  Divine  Response  —  and  Let  the  Honest  Uncertainty Produce  the  Earnestness  Rather  Than  the  Despair: The  perhaps  you  may  be  hidden  is  the theological  honesty  that  prevents  the  seeking  from  becoming  the  performance  of  the  religious obligation that is expected to produce the desired outcome. The seeking  does not guarantee the protection; it creates the conditions in which the protection may be extended. The perhaps is not the discouragement of the seeker but the honest acknowledgment of the sovereign freedom of the God  being  sought.  Let  the  perhaps  produce  the  earnestness  of  the  seeker  who  knows  that  the outcome is in the hands of the One being sought, not in the hands of the seeker.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  seek  ye  the  LORD,  all  you  humble  of  the  earth  is  one  of  the  most  directly  applicable invitations  in  the  prophetic  tradition  to  the  contemporary  community  of  faith,  because  the humble of the earth — the anawim who have not achieved the self-sufficient confidence of the comfortable  community  —  are  the  people  most  naturally  positioned  for  the  seeking  that  the invitation requires. The beatitude connection is direct: Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:3); the anawim of Zephaniah 2:3 are the poor in spirit of the beatitude,  the  humble  who  have  not  been  insulated  from  their  own  need  by  the  comfortable accommodation of the settled-on-the-dregs complacency. The seeking that the invitation requires is precisely the seeking that the humble are positioned to do.

 

The  before  the  day  passes  like  chaff  is  also  one  of  the  most  practically  useful  images  in  the chapter for the contemporary community of faith that tends to  treat  the eschatological  day as  a distant  theoretical  possibility  rather  than  the  approaching  reality  that  the  prophetic  word consistently  identifies  it  as.  The  chaff  image  establishes  the  irreversibility:  once  the  day  has passed, the seeking that should have been done before it cannot be done during it. The urgency of the present moment is defined by the approaching irreversibility. Let the chaff image produce the urgency of the seeking in the present moment rather than the comfortable deferral of the it-is-not-yet-time rationalization.

Key  Lesson: *The  opening  summons  is  the  most  urgent  passage  in  the  chapter:  the  intensified double  imperative  addressed  to  the  nation  without  shame,  the  triple  before  establishing  the rapidly narrowing window, the day passing irreversibly like chaff, and the threefold seek — the LORD, righteousness,  humility  —  as  the  complete covenant  seeking whose perhaps-outcome is the hiding on the day of the LORD’s anger that the divine sovereignty may or may not extend to those who seek.*

 

Zephaniah 2:4–7

Gaza Shall Be Forsaken: The Oracle Against Philistia and the Remnant’s Possession of the Coast

 

(4) For Gaza shall be forsaken,

and Ashkelon a desolation:

they shall drive out Ashdod at the noon day,

and Ekron shall be rooted up.

(5) Woe unto the inhabitants of the sea coast,

the nation of the Cherethites!

the word of the LORD is against you;

O Canaan, the land of the Philistines,

I will even destroy thee, that there shall be no inhabitant.

(6) And the sea coast shall be dwellings and cottages for shepherds,

and folds for flocks.

(7) And the coast shall be for the remnant of the house of Judah;

they shall feed thereupon:

in the houses of Ashkelon shall they lie down in the evening:

for the LORD their God shall visit them,

and turn away their captivity.

 

The Context

The  first  of  the  four  directional  oracles  addresses  Philistia  —  the  coastal  nation  to  the  west  of Judah whose five city-states (Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and Gath) have been the perpetual antagonists  of  the  covenant  community  since  the  period  of  the  judges.  The  Philistine  oracle  in Amos  1:6–8  condemned  Gaza  for  the  trafficking  of  a  whole  people  to  Edom;  the  Zephaniah oracle condenses the judgment into the most vivid available images: the four cities named (Gaza forsaken,  Ashkelon  a  desolation,  Ashdod  driven  out  at  noon,  Ekron  uprooted)  —  with  the wordplay  between  Gaza  (Azzah)  and  forsaken  (azuvah)  being  the  first  of  several  wordplays  in the oracle.

 

The  woe  against  the  inhabitants  of  the  seacoast,  the  nation  of  the  Cherethites  of  verse  5  is  the formal covenant  curse applied to  the Philistine coastal  nation. The Cherethites were the Cretan connection  of  the  Philistines  —  the  seafaring  people  from  the  Aegean  who  settled  on  the Canaanite  coast  and  whose  origin  the  Amos  9:7  oracle  identified  as  Caphtor  (Crete).  The Canaan, land of the Philistines is the most comprehensive available designation: the land that the covenant community was promised but whose coastal strip the Philistines have occupied is now being reclaimed in the judgment. The I will destroy you so that there will be no inhabitant is the most comprehensive available statement of the desolation.

 

The transformation of the coastland into the pastures for shepherds and folds for flocks of verse 6 is the most vivid image of the de-urbanization of the judgment: the commercial, urban, militarily fortified coast  of the  Philistines  —  the trading  ports and the fortified cities  —  will become the pastoral landscape of the shepherd and the flock. The commercial energy that characterized the Philistine  coast  will  be  replaced  by  the  pastoral  quietness  of  the  covenant  community’s agriculture. And verse 7 is the most positive dimension of the Philistine oracle: the coast shall be for the remnant of the house of Judah; they shall pasture there; in the houses of Ashkelon they shall lie down in the evening. The judgment of Philistia is simultaneously the inheritance of the Judean  remnant.  The  for  the  LORD  their  God  shall  visit  them  and  restore  their  fortunes  is  the covenant  promise  embedded  in  the  oracle  against  the  nations:  the  restoration  of  the  remnant  is the positive counterpart to the judgment of the nations.

 

Plain American English Gaza  will  be  abandoned,  and  Ashkelon  will  be  in  ruins.  Ashdod  will  be  emptied  in  broad daylight,  and  the  people  of  Ekron  will  be  uprooted  and  gone.  And  what  sorrow  awaits  you Philistines  who  live  along  the  Mediterranean  coast!  The  LORD  has  spoken  against  you,  O Canaan, land of the Philistines. “I will destroy you until not one of you is left.” The seacoast will become a pastureland, a place of shepherd’s cottages and sheep pens. The remnant of Judah will take over that land. They will pasture there, and at night they will sleep in the abandoned houses of  Ashkelon.  For  the  LORD  their  God  will  visit  his  people  in  kindness  and  will  restore  their prosperity.

 

Key Observations

“The coast shall be for the remnant of the house of Judah; they shall feed thereupon: for the LORD their God shall visit them, and turn away their captivity”: This signifies The Remnant’s Possession of the Condemned Coastal Territory Is the Positive Counterpart to the Judgment of the Nations — the Sweep of the Divine Judgment Has the Covenant Community’s Restoration as Its Underside. The and the coast shall be for the remnant of the house of Judah is the most important theological element  of  the  Philistine  oracle  because  it  establishes  the  pattern  that  will  recur  through  the national oracles of the chapter: the judgment of the nations is simultaneously the inheritance of the faithful remnant. The comprehensive sweep of the divine judgment announced in chapter 1 has a specific positive direction: the condemned territories will not remain empty forever but will become the possession of the remnant who have sought the LORD before the day arrived. The for the LORD their God shall visit them and restore their fortunes is the covenant promise that is embedded in the oracle against the nations: the restoration of the remnant is the theological goal toward which the judgment of the nations is directed.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Receive  the  Pattern  of  the  Judgment-and-Inheritance  as  the  Theological  Declaration That  the  Sweep  of  the  Divine  Judgment  Has  a  Positive  Direction  —  the  Condemned Territories  Become  the  Possession  of  the  Faithful  Remnant: The  coast  shall  be  for  the remnant of the house of  Judah is  the theological  declaration that the divine judgment  is  not  an end  in  itself  but  the  clearing  of  the  way  for  the  restoration  of  the  covenant  community.  The judgment of the nations in the oracles of chapter 2 is not the arbitrary destruction of the nations for the sake of destruction; it is the comprehensive clearing of the obstacles to the restoration that the LORD is  working  toward. The remnant that  has  sought the LORD before the day, that has sought  righteousness  and  humility,  is  the  community  that  will  inherit  what  the  judgment  has cleared.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  transformation  of  the  Philistine  commercial  coastland  into  the  pastoral  landscape  of  the shepherd  and  the  flock  is  one  of  the  most  vivid  available  images  of  what  the  divine  judgment does  to  the  structures  of  human  commercial  and  military  power:  it  replaces  the  urban, commercial, fortified landscape with the pastoral quietness that characterizes the community that has not built its life on the exploitation of others. The de-urbanization of the judgment is the most comprehensive  available  statement  of  the  covenant  God’s  preference  for  the  pastoral  over  the commercial — not the condemnation of commerce in itself, but the judgment of the commercial power that has been built on the exploitation of the vulnerable and the violation of the covenant order.

Key Lesson: *The Philistine oracle establishes the pattern that runs through all four directional oracles: the specific judgment of the specific nations combined with the promise that the judged territories will become the possession of the faithful remnant — the for the LORD their God shall visit  them  and  restore  their  fortunes  being  the  covenant  promise  embedded  in  the  oracle  that makes the judgment of the nations simultaneously the restoration of the covenant community.*

 

Zephaniah 2:8–11

Moab Shall Be Like Sodom: The Oracle Against Moab and Ammon, the Proud Taunters of the Covenant People

 

(8) I have heard the reproach of Moab,

and the revilings of the children of Ammon,

whereby they have reproached my people,

and magnified themselves against their border.

(9) Therefore as I live, saith the LORD of hosts,

the God of Israel,

Surely Moab shall be as Sodom,

and the children of Ammon as Gomorrah,

even the breeding of nettles, and saltpits,

and a perpetual desolation:

the residue of my people shall spoil them,

and the remnant of my people shall possess them.

(10) This shall they have for their pride,

because they have reproached and magnified themselves

against the people of the LORD of hosts.

(11) The LORD will be terrible unto them:

for he will famish all the gods of the earth;

and men shall worship him,

every one from his place,

even all the isles of the heathen.

 

The Context The  Moab  and  Ammon  oracle  addresses  the  two  eastern  neighbors  of  Judah  whose  origin  the Genesis  narrative  traces  to  the  incestuous  union  of  Lot  with  his  two  daughters  after  the destruction of Sodom — the nations that the covenant community has always held in a complex relationship of kinship and enmity. The specific crime named in verse 8 is not the trafficking of Amos’s  oracles  or  the  military  brutality  of  the  Damascus  oracle;  it  is  the  reproach  and  the taunting — the verbal contempt and the territorial aggrandizement against the covenant people. They have reproached my people and made boasts against their territory.

 

The therefore as I live — the divine self-oath by the divine life — is the most solemn available form  of  the  divine  commitment.  The  LORD  swears  by  His  own  life  that  Moab  shall  be  like Sodom and Ammon like Gomorrah, a place of nettles and salt pits and perpetual desolation. The Sodom and Gomorrah comparison is the most extreme available form of the judgment: the two cities whose names became the canonical images of total divine destruction are now applied to the two nations that taunt and reproach the covenant people. And the perpetual desolation — the permanent,  irreversible  character  of  the  judgment  —  is  the  most  comprehensive  available statement of the finality.

 

The this shall they have for their pride, because they have reproached and magnified themselves against the people of the LORD of hosts of verse 10 is the most direct available statement of the causal relationship between the pride and the judgment. The pride of Moab and Ammon — the magnifying  of  themselves  against  the  covenant  community,  the  taunting  of  the  people  whose God they are dismissing — is the specific crime for which the Sodom-and-Gomorrah judgment is pronounced. The pride that exalts itself against the covenant people is the pride that provokes the covenant God whose people have been taunted.

 

The  he  will  famish  all  the  gods  of  the  earth  of  verse  11  is  the  most  theologically  ambitious element  of  the  oracle.  The  starving  of  the  gods  —  the  withdrawal  of  the  worship  and  the offerings that sustain the gods in the ancient Near Eastern conception of the divine economy — is the comprehensive statement of the outcome of the divine judgment: not merely the judgment of the nations but the elimination of the false gods that the nations worship, so that all the nations will worship the LORD, each from his own place. The universalism of the closing statement — all  the  nations,  all  the  coastlands  —  is  the  most  comprehensive  available  expression  of  the eschatological vision of the divine sovereignty over all peoples.

 

Plain American English

“I have heard the taunts of Moab and the insults of Ammon, mocking my people and invading their borders. Now, as surely as I live,” declares the LORD of Armies, the God of Israel, “Moab and Ammon will be destroyed — as utterly as Sodom and Gomorrah. They will become a place of weeds and salt flats, desolate forever. The remnant of my people will plunder them and take their land.” They will receive this punishment because of their pride — for mocking and taunting the people of  the LORD  of  Armies.  The LORD will  be terrifying  to  them as  he destroys all the gods of the earth. Nations from around the world will bow down to him, each in their own land. Key Observations

“Moab shall be as Sodom, and the children of Ammon as Gomorrah, even the breeding of nettles, and saltpits, and a perpetual desolation”: This signifies The Sodom-and-Gomorrah Comparison Applied to Moab and Ammon Is the Most Extreme Available Form of the Judgment — the Pride That Taunted the Covenant People Provokes the Most Complete Available Expression of the Divine Judgment. The Moab shall be like Sodom and Ammon like Gomorrah is the most extreme available form of the  comparison:  the  two  cities  whose  names  are  the  canonical  Old  Testament  images  of  total, permanent, irreversible divine destruction are applied to the two nations that have been taunting the  covenant  community.  The  pride  that  has  expressed  itself  in  the  taunting  and  the  territorial aggression is the pride that provokes the most extreme available form of the divine response. The nettles  and  salt  pits  and  perpetual  desolation  are  the  specific  images  of  the  judgment’s permanence:  the  land  that  grows  nettles  and  salt  cannot  be  farmed;  the  desolation  that  is perpetual  cannot  be  reversed.  The  pride  of  Moab  and  Ammon  has  provoked  the  most comprehensive available statement of the permanent judgment.

“He will famish all the gods of the earth; and men shall worship him, every one from his place, even all the isles of the heathen”: This signifies The Universal Worship That Follows the Famishing of the Gods Is the Most Comprehensive Available Expression of the Eschatological Vision of the Divine Sovereignty Over All Peoples — the Judgment of the Nations Clearing the Way for the Universal Acknowledgment of the LORD.

The he will famish all the gods of the earth is the most theologically ambitious statement in the oracle  section  because  it  points  beyond  the  specific  judgment  of  Moab  and  Ammon  to  the comprehensive eschatological outcome of the divine judgment of all the nations: the false gods will  be  starved  of  the  worship  that  sustains  them  in  the  ancient  conception  of  the  divine economy, and all the nations will worship the LORD, each from his own place. The universalism of the each from his own place — not requiring the nations to come to Jerusalem to worship but worshipping  the  LORD  from  their  own  lands  —  anticipates  the  eschatological  vision  that  runs through the prophetic tradition from Micah 4:1–5 to Zephaniah 3:9–10 to the great commission of Matthew 28:18–20: the worship of the LORD extending to every nation and every place.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the This Shall They Have for Their Pride as the Most Direct Available Statement of  the  Causal  Relationship  Between  the  Pride  That  Exalts  Itself  Against  the  Covenant Community  and  the  Judgment  That  Corresponds  to  the  Pride: The  pride  of  Moab  and Ammon  that  expressed  itself  in  the  taunting  and  the  territorial  aggression  against  the  covenant people  provoked  the  most  extreme  available  form  of  the  divine  response.  The  contemporary application  is  the  recognition  that the  community  or  the  individual  that  exalts  itself  against  the covenant  people,  that  taunts  and  reproaches  the  community  of  faith  for  its  weakness  or  its peculiarity, has provoked the same divine response. The this shall they have for their pride is not the  petty  vindictiveness  of  the  offended  community;  it  is  the  covenant  God’s  response  to  the contempt for His people.

2.  Hold  the  Universal  Worship  of  the  Famishing-of-the-Gods  as  the Eschatological  Vision That the Judgment of the Nations  Is  Working Toward  —  the False  Gods  Eliminated, the Nations Worshipping the LORD from Their Own Places: The he will famish all the gods of the earth is the eschatological vision that gives the judgment of the nations its ultimate positive meaning: not the destruction of the nations for the sake of their destruction, but the elimination of  the  false  gods  that  have  been  directing  the  nations  away  from  the  LORD,  so  that  all  the nations  will  worship  Him  from  their  own  places.  The  judgment  of  Moab  and  Ammon  is  the penultimate step toward the eschatological worship of the nations that the ultimate vision of the prophetic tradition describes.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  he  will  famish  all  the  gods  of  the  earth  is  one  of  the  most  eschatologically  expansive statements in the chapter, and its contemporary application is the most comprehensive available statement of the missionary vision that drives the new covenant community’s engagement with the  nations.  The  famishing  of  the  false  gods  —  the  systematic  elimination  of  the  competing devotions  that  have  been  directing  the  nations  away  from  the  worship  of  the  LORD  —  is  the eschatological process within which the missionary enterprise of the church is taking place. The each from his  own place worship  of all the coastlands  is  the eschatological  destination that the mission  of  the  church  is  moving  toward:  the  universal  acknowledgment  of  the  LORD  that  the famishing of the false gods will finally produce.

Key  Lesson: *The  Moab  and  Ammon  oracle  establishes  the  pride  of  the  taunt  as  the  specific crime that provokes the most extreme available form of the divine judgment  — the Sodom-and-Gomorrah  perpetual  desolation  —  and  the  universal  worship  of  all  nations  from  their  own places  as  the  most  comprehensive  available  statement  of  the  eschatological  vision  that  the judgment of the nations is working toward: the famishing of all the false gods until every nation worships the LORD.*

 

Zephaniah 2:12

You Also, O Cushites: The Southern Oracle and the Divine Sword

 

(12) Ye Ethiopians also,

ye shall be slain by my sword.

 

The Context

The  Cushite  oracle  is  the  briefest  in  the  chapter  —  a  single  verse  —  addressing  the  great  sub-Saharan  African  power  to  the  south.  In  the  eighth  and  seventh  centuries  BC,  the  Cushite (Ethiopian)  dynasty  had  briefly  ruled  Egypt  as  the  Twenty-Fifth  Dynasty  (approximately  747– 656  BC),  and  Cush  was  a  significant  military  and  political  power  in  the  ancient  Near  Eastern world.  The  brevity  of  the  oracle  is  itself  theologically  significant:  no  extended  indictment  is offered, no specific crime is named, no detailed punishment is described. The you also of verse 12 is the most important element: the Cushites — the geographically most remote nation in the ancient  Near  Eastern  world,  the  representative  of  the  farthest  possible  south  —  are  also  within the reach of the divine sword. The also establishes the comprehensive directional coverage: west (Philistia), east (Moab and Ammon), south (Cush), and north (Assyria). No direction of escape is left open.

 

The Amos 9:7 connection is the most important canonical context for the Cushite oracle: are you not  like  the  Cushites  to  me,  O  people  of  Israel?  The  Amos  passage  used  the  Cushites  as  the representative of the most remote and most foreign people — the nation that Israel would have considered the most distant from the covenant relationship — to establish that the divine moral sovereignty  applies  equally  to  all  peoples  regardless  of  their  proximity  to  the  covenant.  The Zephaniah  oracle  applies  the  divine  sword  to  the  same  representative  nation,  completing  the canonical circle: the Cushites who are like Israel before the divine moral sovereignty (Amos) are also subject to the divine sword (Zephaniah). No nation escapes; no distance provides immunity.

 

Plain American English

“You Ethiopians will also be killed by my sword,” says the LORD.

 

Key Observations

“Ye Ethiopians also, ye shall be slain by my sword”: This signifies The Brevity of the Southern Oracle Is Its Own Theological Statement — the You Also Establishes That the Most Remote Southern Power Is Within the Reach of the Divine Sword Without Requiring the Extended Indictment That the Nearer Nations Have Received. The  single  verse  of  the  Cushite  oracle  is  the  most  economical  available  expression  of  the comprehensive directional coverage: the south is covered by the you also of a single verse. The brevity  communicates  the  theological  point  more  effectively  than  a  full  oracle  would:  the Cushites are not a special case requiring special treatment; they are simply also within the reach of the divine sword that reaches to every direction. The you also is the comprehensive statement that every nation, regardless of distance or power, falls within the scope of the divine judgment that  chapter  1  announced  in  its  most  universal  form.  The  compass  rose  of  the  judgment  is complete: Philistia, Moab and Ammon, Cush, and Assyria represent the full sweep of the ancient Near Eastern world, and none of them escapes.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the You Also as the Standing Corrective to Every Form of the Assumption That Distance or Power or Cultural Achievement Places Any Nation or Community Beyond the Reach of the Divine Judgment: The Cushites are the most remote and the most powerful of the nations  in  the  oracle  sequence,  and  the  briefness  of  their  oracle  is  the  most  direct  available statement  that  distance  and  power  do  not  provide  immunity.  The  you  also  is  the  theological constant: no nation, no community, no cultural or military or economic achievement places the human community outside the reach of the divine sovereignty that the chapter has been declaring from the cosmic de-creation of chapter 1:2–3 through the compass-rose oracles of chapter 2. The reach  is  comprehensive.  The  you  also  is  the  word  for  every  community  that  imagines  it  is  the exception.

 

How This Relates to Today

The brevity of the Cushite oracle is one of the most practically useful rhetorical features of the chapter  for  the  contemporary  preacher  and  teacher  of  the  prophetic  tradition,  because  it demonstrates that the comprehensive divine judgment does not require the extended indictment for each specific case. The you  also,  the divine sword  —  the single verse that covers the most remote  southern  power  —  is  the  model  for  the  most  economical  available  statement  of  the universal  scope  of  the  divine  sovereignty.  Every  nation,  every  power,  every  community  that might imagine itself beyond the reach of the divine judgment is included in the you also of the southern oracle.

Key Lesson: *The single-verse Cushite oracle is the most economically expressed element of the compass-rose judgment of the chapter: the you also that covers the most geographically remote and  politically  powerful  southern  nation  without  extended  indictment,  establishing  the comprehensive reach of the divine sword to every direction and every distance.*

 

Zephaniah 2:13–15

Nineveh Shall Become a Desolation: The Oracle Against Assyria and the Exultant City Made a Lair for Beasts

 

(13) And he will stretch out his hand against the north,

and destroy Assyria;

and will make Nineveh a desolation,

and dry like a wilderness.

(14) And flocks shall lie down in the midst of her,

all the beasts of the nations:

both the cormorant and the bittern shall lodge

in the upper lintels of it;

their voice shall sing in the windows;

desolation shall be in the thresholds:

for he shall uncover the cedar work.

(15) This is the rejoicing city

that dwelt carelessly,

that said in her heart,

I am, and there is none beside me:

how is she become a desolation,

a place for beasts to lie down in!

every one that passeth by her shall hiss,

and wag his hand.

 

The Context

The northern oracle against Assyria — and specifically against Nineveh, the Assyrian capital — is  the  climax  of  the  compass-rose  sequence  and  the  most  extended  and  most  vivid  of  the  four directional oracles. Assyria was the dominant imperial power of the ancient Near Eastern world in Zephaniah’s time, the empire that had already destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 BC  and  that  was  still  the  most  formidable  military  and  political  force  in  the  region.  The announcement  that  Nineveh  will  become  a  desolation,  dry  like  the  wilderness,  is  the  most politically  audacious  statement  in  the  chapter:  the  prophet  who  is  speaking  during  the  reign  of Josiah in the 620s BC is announcing the destruction of the most powerful empire on earth. The historical fulfillment came in 612 BC, when Nineveh was destroyed by the combined forces of the  Babylonians  and  the  Medes  —  approximately  ten  years  after  the  latest  possible  date  for Zephaniah’s ministry.

 

The  imagery  of  the  desolation  in  verses  13–14  is  the  most  vividly  realized  in  the  chapter.  The flocks lying down in the midst of the city, the wild animals of every nation lodging in the upper lintels, the pelican and the hedgehog nesting in the capitals of the columns, the desolation of the threshold,  the  cedar  paneling  stripped  bare  —  the  comprehensive  reversal  of  the  urban civilization into the pastoral wilderness is the most complete available image of what the divine judgment does to the centers of human imperial power. The city that was the center of the most sophisticated  administrative,  military,  and  cultural  apparatus  of  the  ancient  world  will  become the haunt of the desert creatures.

 

The this is the exultant city that lived securely, that said in her heart, I am, and there is none else of  verse  15  is  the  most  theologically  searching  element  of  the  northern  oracle.  The  I  am,  and there is none else is the language that Isaiah applies to the LORD Himself (Isaiah 45:5–6, 18, 22 —  I  am  the  LORD,  and  there  is  no  other)  and  that  the  Babylonian  Exile  oracle  applies  to  the pride  of  Babylon  (Isaiah  47:8,  10  —  I  am,  and  there  is  no  one  besides  me).  The  human  city’s claim  to  the  unique  self-sufficiency  that  belongs  only  to  the  divine  is  the  most  comprehensive available  form  of  the  idolatry  of  the  empire:  the  city  has  claimed  for  itself  the  ontological uniqueness that the divine name alone can bear. And the how has she become a desolation, a lair for wild animals is the most complete available inversion of the claim: the city that said I am has become the place where the beasts lie down.

 

The everyone who passes by her will hiss and shake his fist of verse 15 is the most vivid image of the shocked recognition of the reversal: the passersby who see the desolated Nineveh cannot believe what they are seeing. The hiss and the shaking of the fist are the gestures of the horrified shock at the reversal —  the same gestures that the laments over Babylon (Jeremiah 50:13) and over  Jerusalem  herself  (Lamentations  2:15)  will  deploy  for  the  shocked  reaction  to  the  great city’s desolation.

Plain American English

 

And the LORD will strike the lands to the north and destroy Assyria. He will make the great city of Nineveh utterly desolate, as dry as the desert. The city that was once so proud will become a place where flocks and herds lie down to rest. Animals of every kind will make their nests among her ruins. The pelican and the hedgehog will roost in the ruins of her buildings. Their calls will echo  through  the  windows;  rubble  will  fill  the  doorways.  The  great  cedar  paneling  will  be exposed to the sky. This is the boisterous city, once so secure. “In all the world there is no city as great  as  I,”  it  boasted.  But  now  it  has  become  a  heap  of  ruins,  a  place  where  animals  live! Everyone who passes by will laugh at it and shake their fists.

 

Key Observations

“This is the rejoicing city that dwelt carelessly, that said in her heart, I am, and there is none beside me: how is she become a desolation, a place for beasts to lie down in!”: This signifies The I Am, and There Is None Else Is the Most Comprehensive Available Form of the Imperial Idolatry — the Human City’s Claim to the Ontological Uniqueness That Belongs Only to the Divine Name Is the Pride That Produces the Most Complete Available Inversion.

The  I  am,  and  there  is  none  else  is  the  language  of  the  divine  self-declaration  applied  to  the human  city  in  the  most  complete  available  form  of  the  imperial  pride.  Isaiah  uses  this  exact language for the LORD (I am the LORD, and there is no other) and applies the human parody of it  to  Babylon  (Isaiah  47:8,  10).  Zephaniah  applies  it  to  Nineveh.  The  city  that  claims  the ontological  uniqueness  of  the  divine  —  that  says  of  itself,  in  the  language  that  belongs  to  the LORD  alone,  I  am,  and  there  is  none  beside  me  —  has  committed  the  most  thoroughgoing available  form  of  the  idolatry:  the  self-deification  of  the  imperial  city.  And  the  how  has  she become  a  desolation  is  the  most  complete  available  expression  of  the  inversion:  the  city  that claimed  the  divine  uniqueness  has  become  the  lair  of  the  beasts.  The  claim  of  the  divine uniqueness by the human city is the most provocative available form of the pride that the chapter consistently identifies as the trigger of the most comprehensive available judgment.

“Flocks shall lie down in the midst of her, all the beasts of the nations; both the cormorant and the bittern shall lodge in the upper lintels of it”: This signifies The Vividly Realized Image of the Urban Desolation Transformed into the Pastoral Wilderness Is the Most Complete Available Inversion of the Imperial Civilization — the Sophisticated City Replaced by the Desert Creatures.

The  flocks  lying  in  the  midst  of  the  city  and  the  pelicans  and  hedgehogs  nesting  in  the  cedar-paneled columns is the most vividly realized desolation image in the chapter. The Nineveh that was the administrative, military, and cultural center of the most powerful empire in the ancient world  will  become  the  habitat  of  the  creatures  that  inhabit  the  wilderness.  The  sophisticated cedar paneling — the luxury building material that the Haggai community had used for their own houses while neglecting the temple —  will be exposed to the sky, its protective walls gone, its elaborate architecture reduced to the nesting sites of the desert birds. The de-urbanization of the imperial capital is the most comprehensive available statement of what the divine judgment does to the human pride that has said I am, and there is none beside me.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Apply the I Am, and There Is None Else as the Diagnostic of Every Form of the Imperial Pride  That  Claims  the  Divine  Uniqueness  for  the  Human  Institution  —  the  City,  the Nation,  the  Empire,  the  Cultural  System  That  Declares  Its  Own  Indispensability  and Invulnerability: The Nineveh that said I am, and there is none else is the representative of every human  institution  that  has  achieved  the  level  of  cultural,  military,  or  economic  dominance  at which  it  begins  to  claim  for  itself  the  kind  of  indispensability  and  invulnerability  that  belong only  to  the  divine.  The  empire  that  cannot  imagine  its  own  absence,  the  culture  that  cannot conceive  of  its  own  ending,  the  institution  that  has  identified  itself  so  completely  with  the permanent order of things that its continuation seems as inevitable as the divine existence — this is  the  institution  that  has  committed  the  Nineveh  idolatry.  And  the  how  has  she  become  a desolation is the word that every such institution needs to hear before the pelicans and hedgehogs arrive.

2. Receive the How Has She Become a Desolation as the Most Complete Available Warning That the Comprehensive Pride Provokes the  Most Comprehensive Available Inversion  — and  Let  the  Warning  Produce  the  Humility  That  Averts  the  Inversion: The  everyone  who passes by will hiss and shake his fist is the shocked reaction of the observer who cannot believe the reversal. The community that reads the Nineveh oracle and is shocked by the reversal — who finds  the  I  am,  and  there  is  none  else  implausible  as  a  description  of  any  human  institution  — should  read  again  the  history  of  the  empires  and  the  cities  and  the  cultural  systems  that  have made  exactly  this  claim  and  have  become  exactly  this  desolation.  Let  the  warning  produce  the humility before the inversion arrives.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  Nineveh  oracle  is  one  of  the  most  theologically  important  passages  in  the  chapter  for  the contemporary world’s engagement with the question of the sustainability of human imperial and cultural power. The city that said I am, and there is none else was destroyed within a decade of Zephaniah’s  announcement.  The  Babylons  and  the  Romes  and  the  Ninevehs  of  human  history have all discovered that the I am, and there is none else is a claim that belongs only to the One who is truly indispensable and truly without peer. The contemporary institutions — the nations, the economic systems, the cultural formations, the technological empires  — that have achieved the level of dominance at which the I am, and there is none else begins to seem plausible are the contemporary  Ninevehs.  The  oracle  is  not  less  relevant  because  the  Assyrian  empire  has  long since become the desolation that Zephaniah announced; it is more relevant, because the Assyrian desolation is the most complete available historical demonstration of what the oracle declares.

Key  Lesson: *The  Nineveh  oracle  is  the  climax  of  the  compass-rose  judgment:  the  most politically  audacious  announcement  in  the  chapter  —  the  destruction  of  the  most  powerful empire on earth — expressed in the most vividly realized desolation imagery of the chapter, with the I am, and there is none else of the exultant city identifying the imperial self-deification as the specific  crime  that  provokes  the  most  comprehensive  available  inversion:  the  sophisticated administrative  center  replaced  by  flocks  and  desert  birds,  the  everyone  who  passes  by  hissing and shaking his fist at the reversal that the pride of the I am has produced.*

 

Closing Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We close Zephaniah chapter 2 having received the most urgent available invitation and the most comprehensive available judgment together. We have heard the gather yourselves, yes, gather, O nation without shame and the triple before that narrows the window of the seeking with the urgency of the approaching day. We have heard the seek the LORD, all you humble of the earth — seek righteousness, seek humility — perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s anger. And we have received the compass-rose judgment that reaches to every horizon: Philistia to the west, Moab and Ammon to the east, Cush to the south, Assyria to the north. No direction of escape. No immunity for distance or power. No human achievement sufficient to say I am, and there is none else without being answered by the desolation that the beasts and the birds will inhabit.

 

Lord, let the perhaps you may be hidden produce the earnestness of the seeking that cannot be produced by the guarantee. Let the perhaps preserve the divine sovereignty in the response to the human seeking, and let the honest uncertainty of the perhaps produce the urgency of the seeking rather than the presumption of the guaranteed outcome. We seek the LORD. We seek righteousness. We seek humility. Not because the seeking guarantees the hiding, but because the seeking is the covenant response to the covenant God who has announced the day and has made the seeking available before it arrives.

 

And let the he will famish all the gods of the earth, and men shall worship him, every one from his place, all the coastlands of the nations be the eschatological vision that sustains the seeking through the present season. The judgment of the nations is not the end of the story; it is the clearing of the way for the universal worship that the famishing of the false gods will produce. The Nineveh that has become a desolation is the penultimate word; the every one from his own place worshipping the LORD is the ultimate word. Let us seek the LORD who is working toward that word, in the time that is available, before the day passes like chaff.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone

