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THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week One: All Will Be S w ept  Aw ay (Zephaniah 1:1-3) 

 
At about the same time that Habakkuk was proclaiming the warnings and teachings that God had 
given him, the faithful Zephaniah was also carrying out a ministry of prophecy.  It was a time of 
great spiritual danger for Judah, and so God sent not only these two prophets, but also the great 
prophet Jeremiah, at about the same time.  Zephaniah's role was to bring the people some lessons 
different from those of Habakkuk, and more finely focused than those of Jeremiah.  God spoke in 
these ways so that no person of spiritual discernment would be caught unaware by events. 
 
Zephaniah's ministry came during the reign of Josiah, the great reformer king (1:1).  Josiah 
instituted the most sweeping changes Judah had yet experienced, but they were not enough to 
change the hearts of the people.  Thus God sent these prophets to them, to reiterate the need for a 
sincere and lasting repentance.  B ut God ultimately allows each of us to decide individually 
whether to seek him.  S alvation is not a matter of finding great spiritual rulers and teachers.  God 
calls each of us, individually, to seek him from the heart. 
 
The opening verses of the book concisely state the first of Zephaniah's main points (1:2-3).  The 
coming destruction of Judah will not be a punishment for the sake of punishment.  Instead, the 
desolate state to which Judah will be reduced is simply a visible parallel to the spiritual 
desolation they have long been in.  They have long desired to fit in with the world, to be 
accepted and popular, rather than being different.  When the B abylonians invade, Judah will 
finally become "like the other nations", and they will learn what it really means. 
 
The images in these verses will not be fulfilled literally.  The B abylonians will destroy Judah and 
Jerusalem (as Jeremiah and Habakkuk had also foreseen), and the devastation will be severe.  
B ut, as Zephaniah will explain later, this is a beginning, not an end.  God will preserve a remnant 
of his people, and years later, they will return and rebuild, both spiritually and physically. 
 
As the prophet continues, he will make clear the reasons for the coming invasion (1:4-13); and 
he will warn that the "day of the Lord", for which many are hoping, will for most be a day of 
reckoning and tumult (1:14-2:3).  Nor will the surrounding nations be immune to harm, for they 
have played their own disreputable part in bringing things to this state (2:4-15).  B ut it is 
Jerusalem and Judah that will receive the brunt of the coming destruction (3:1-8). 
 
Nevertheless, the object of this harsh discipline is not punishment, but rather purification and 
healing (3:9 -13).  Afterwards, the remnant of God's people will be closer to him than ever, and 
they will feel his joy and compassion as never before (3:14-20 ). 
 
All of this reminds us how important it is to look to God's nature and character, not to our own 
expectations and agendas, if we wish to understand the role that God plays in our lives.  To us, 
life always seems to be about our activities, our ideas, and our desires.  B ut God's will for our 
lives is based on none of these things.  Like so many of the prophets, Zephaniah calls us to 
humble ourselves before God, and in faith to put everything in his hands. 
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THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Tw o: I Will S earch J erus alem (Zephaniah 1:4-13) 

 
After Zephaniah's warning in verses 2-3, he now explains why Judah will be disciplined by the 
pagan B abylonians.  God is not merely exacting vengeance - punishment for punishment's sake 
is a worldly practice.  God will merely give Judah what it has desired.  The people have become 
fond of pagan habits, pagan entertainments, and even pagan gods.  Their hearts are in the pagan 
world.  S o God will simply allow them to see the true nature of this world's masters and rulers. 
 
It is bad enough that the residents of Judah are worshiping pagan idols (1:4-6).  The 'worship' of 
the idols that Zephaniah mentions involved practices such as ritualized immorality and gory 
human sacrifices.  These idols were deliberately created so as to allow their followers to indulge 
the very worst of their fleshly desires under the guise of worship.  Today's religious practices 
may not be quite so blatant, but many of them are still spiritually unhealthy. 
 
E ven Christians today often 'worship' God in ways that do not truly honor God, but that merely 
rationalize our own fleshly opinions and desires.  When we use S cripture or Christianity to 
promote partisan political beliefs, when we use the excuse of 'celebrating God' to indulge in 
sensual entertainment, or when we claim to want 'justice' when we really want to inflict revenge 
or punishment on others, then we are no better than the worshipers of B aal or M olech.  At least 
those ancient idolaters worshiped 'gods' that were obviously false, rather than blaspheming the 
name of the living God (and confusing those who wish to seek him). 
 
Idolaters often enjoy their sinful practices for a time, but they will inevitably be called to a 
reckoning (1:7-9 ).  From God’s perspective, the day of the Lord is always near, even if to mortal 
humans he seems to delay.  All those who worship false gods, whether tangible idols created by 
artisans or intangible idols created by their own minds, will ultimately realize their folly.  
Whether we are idolaters who revel in the present at the expense of our future, or whether we are 
faithful believers discouraged by the sins of others, we should focus on the inevitability of God's 
judgment, not on his timing. 
 
V erse 7 contains the first of several references by Zephaniah to "the day of the Lord" (elsewhere 
he may also say "on that day" or "the great day").  This does not refer to the coming of Jesus, for 
this expression in the prophets refers simply to any day on which God would intervene in a 
decisive fashion.  Our human tendency is to wish fervently for a 'day of the Lord' in which he 
will change everything in the ways we wish him to do; but when he does act, after days or years 
of patience, it will be for spiritual ends, not worldly purposes. 
 
Through the prophet, God speaks of searching through Jerusalem to look into the hearts of his 
people (1:10 -13).  Although the coming invasions will affect everyone, they will be especially 
devastating for those whose hearts had strayed from God.  Those who had remained faithful will 
struggle too, but they will become part of the remnant through which God will rebuild.  The 
faithless never have anything that is not temporary; but the faithful can always be assured that, 
no matter how bleak the present may seem, they can have great and godly hope for the future. 
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THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Three: Near & Coming Quickly (Zephaniah 1:14-2:3) 

 
It is an unfortunate feature of human nature that we generally take patient persons for granted, 
and we then patronize or ignore them when they need us.  This is even more true in our 
relationship with God - his patience with our sin and folly far surpasses what even the saintliest 
of humans can muster, and yet we so often repay God's patience with spiritual complacency, or 
even with disregard for his authority.  Thus the prophet Zephaniah makes great efforts to remind 
his hearers that the time may be near when God will no longer refrain from action. 
 
As was illustrated in the book of Habakkuk, the longing for God to act, the urge for God's 'day' 
to come, is a common one; yet it is dangerous to assume too much about what the 'day of the 
Lord' will be like (1:14-17).  We all have a self-centered tendency to expect that God's focus 
should be on addressing the things that most affect our own self-interest.  Too many believers 
assume that when God comes it will be to punish those who have offended us - but when God 
comes, when it is time for him to act decisively, it will be equally frightening and equally 
humbling for us all.  This is equally true of the final Day when God will render judgment on the 
whole world, as it is of any time before then when God must choose to intervene in our affairs. 
 
Therefore we should not crave punishment for wrongdoers, nor should we drool at the thought of 
God rendering judgment upon them.  We must learn to live in humble awareness of our own sin 
and dependence on God, and we must learn to hope that wrongdoers will find mercy.  "For at 
whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass 
judgment do the same things" (Romans 2:1). 
 
Like Zephaniah’s generation, we too often count on worldly things to protect us in times of 
distress (1:18).  When it is time for judgment, neither silver nor gold nor any material things will 
help us in the slightest way; if anything, they will weigh us down.  Nor will fame, popularity, or 
earthly power matter at all to God, for God has no interest in what other humans think of us - a 
perspective we would do well to adopt ourselves.  "What is highly valued among men is 
detestable in God's sight" (Luke 16:15). 
 
Instead of such folly, we should turn to God in humility and in true, godly righteousness (2:1-3).  
Only full humility and a genuine trust in the blood of Jesus can save us from judgment.  Too 
often, believers praise God's grace with their lips but refuse to learn what it really means.  We are 
dependent on his grace for everything in this life, and we shall remain dependent on his grace for 
everything in the next.  The church will never understand this unless we cure ourselves of our 
foolish preoccupation with trendy methods, pop psychology, and 'motivational' speakers. 
 
God's grace is not merely a motivational tool, nor is it an excuse not to seek God seriously and 
soberly.  It is a constant call to live our lives in true worship of him, not depending on other 
humans or on any worldly things, but taking heart in the assurance that he knows what we need. 
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THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Fo ur: No  One Is  Immune (Zephaniah 2 :4 -15 ) 

 
J udah is the main target of the coming invasion, but its pagan neighbors have no cause for relief - 
they too are in the path of the rampaging Babylonians.  God's judgment is equally frightening to 
believers and unbelievers alike.  So too, we ought to remember today that both we and those 
around us will soon find ourselves kneeling before God's throne.  L et us be humbly conscious of 
our own dependence on God's grace, and somberly aware of the spiritual peril of the lost. 
 
P hilistia was the long-time foe and frequent oppressor of the Israelites, but now they will face 
exactly the same disasters that soon will befall J udah (2:4-7). It may offend our fleshly 
conceptions of 'justice' for the tormented and the tormentor to face the same judgment, but it 
should impress upon us that God's standards of justice do not conform to ours, nor do they have 
to.  " All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God" ;  and only by grace can we stand before 
God, regardless of whether we may be 'righteous' or 'unrighteous' in the eyes of the world. 
 
But there is an important difference (verse 7).  P hilistia and most of the other nations mentioned 
in this chapter fell, never to return or rebuild, but there is always a future for those who love 
God.  Believers are no more righteous, in any meaningful sense, than unbelievers, and thus we 
are just as subject to discipline and judgment as they are.  But we can always have the hope, even 
in the midst of the worst disasters, of rebuilding - maybe in a different time or a different place, 
but still somewhere and someday - and we always have a future with God. 
 
Two of Israel's other ancient neighbors, M oab and Ammon, also face the same fate (2:8-11).  
E ven the distant nation of Cush (whose territory roughly corresponded to that of the present-day 
nation of E thiopia) is warned (2:12).  We ought not to limit our awareness to those close at hand, 
for in one glance God's eyes can take in everything on our entire earth.  The warnings here 
should remind us of the spiritual burdens and spiritual dangers that exist everywhere;  and they 
are a rebuke to our complacency and self-centeredness. 
 
N ote also how the prophet specifically foresees the destruction of the false gods on which these 
nations rely (verses 10-11).  They will not be excused for merely following in the ways they 
were taught by their society or their ancestors - nor shall we be excused if we seek to blame 
others for our own spiritual weaknesses or errors. 
 
E ven the great Assyrian E mpire is told that it, too, is ultimately doomed (2:13-15 ).  It is another 
chronic failing of human nature that we persistently think that today's conditions cannot easily 
change.  We persist in fixating on present conditions despite an overwhelming number of 
reminders that they have little if any permanence, and even less spiritual importance. 
 
We would do well to stop fussing and worrying about short-term concerns, both in the world and 
in the church of Christ.  We should discard our fleshly desires for pleasure or adventure, so that 
we can fully grasp the spiritual realities that God teaches us. 
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THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Five: M orning  By  M orning  (Zephaniah 3:1-8 ) 

 
Zephaniah has warned both J udah and its unbelieving neighbors about the Babylonian invasion 
that will soon throw all of them into turmoil.  Y et they still fail to grasp the full power and 
righteousness of God.  As the prophet warns his complacent generation about the spiritual truths 
they have ignored, he speaks to us as well.  Today's church is also fixated on the fleshly and the 
temporary, and it too needs to change its focus to become more humble and truly reverent. 
 
Sadly, J udah's own leaders, both secular and spiritual, are leading the people even farther astray 
(3:1-4).  Human nature causes those in positions of responsibility - whether in the church or in 
the world - to use their positions to further their own agendas.  E ven those who resist corruption 
and egomania inevitably confuse their personal focus and dreams with the real needs of others.  
This is aggravated by another human tendency - the eagerness with which we allow experts or 
authorities to take responsibility for our well-being.  We blame them when we have problems, 
and we accept it as our due when they help us.  Both attitudes are spiritually dangerous. 
 
It is not possible for human leaders never to indulge themselves at the expense of others, for we 
are all equally weak and error-prone before God.  Instead of looking for worldly magic fixes, we 
ought simply to accept personal responsibility for our spiritual condition.  As far as our financial 
well-being, our physical health, our earthly position or reputation, we are often helpless before 
the rampant corruption and folly of this world.  We often suffer injustice, loss, or deprivation 
through no fault of our own.  But we can and should accept responsibility for our relationship 
with God. 
 
God desires to live in us and to have us live in his presence;  so if we desire these things too, then 
he himself will make it possible.  If our hearts are set on knowing God and on being in his 
presence, then nothing can stop us: not false teachings, not church problems, not earthly crises, 
not even our own suffering. 
 
Although God has extraordinary patience, he is never unaware of his people's spiritual condition, 
whether good or bad (3:5 ).  M orning by morning, indeed moment by moment, he looks into our 
souls.  M orning by morning, moment by moment, he seeks out those who love and trust him.  
While he may or may not choose to attend to their earthly needs, he always provides what they 
need to know him and to remain in him.  M orning by morning, moment by moment, he sees 
those whose hearts are focused on loving themselves.  He may or may not punish them now for 
their selfishness, for they live in a peril far greater than that of any earthly punishment. 
 
God's patience and eternal perspective challenge believers and unbelievers alike;  they challenge 
the long-suffering and the self-indulgent equally (3:6-8).  The patient must wait for their ultimate 
reward, while seeing the impatient and selfish thrive in this life - sometimes even in the church.  
The restless and the self-righteous must learn to humble themselves before God while there is 
still time.  God can uproot mountains and overthrow entire nations if he wishes to, but his true 
concern is to lead all of us, whatever it takes, to a quiet and humble acknowledgement of him. 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, © 2009 by Mark Garner 



Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 

 



C
permission, prov

 
-
 

ongregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
ided that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 

 
 

THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Six: A Purified Remnant (Zephaniah 3:9-13) 

 
After the harsh discipline at the hands of Babylon has ended, a smaller but stronger fraction of 
the J udeans will survive and move forward: God's remnant.  Zephaniah joins Isaiah, J eremiah, 
and other prophets in his teaching about the remnant and its importance in God's plans.  Steeped 
as we sadly are in the fleshly thinking and false wisdom of the worldly, we erroneously think that 
bigger must be better;  but God cares about the hearts of his people, not about how many of them 
there are.  We think in terms of outward results that 'prove God is working', but God's most 
precious works are often invisible to most of us. 
 
The prophet has told J udah of the harrowing discipline that is coming soon, but now he promises 
that afterwards God will compassionately gather together those hearts have stayed true to him 
(3:9-10).  God always longs to have those who love him be close to him and close to each other.  
He never prevents this - it is our sins that separate us from one another and from him. 
 
E ven in today's world, when so many persons call themselves 'Christians', there are not many 
whose love for God himself is greater than their love of the things God has given them.  F ar too 
many persons follow J esus in search of personal rewards or fleshly excitement, while too few 
seek him with the deep humility that God asks us to have. 
 
The remnant will not consist of the strongest or the most popular, or even of the most zealous, 
but rather will be those who are the meekest and most humble before their God (3:11-12).  This 
runs contrary to our fleshly logic, but it is true to God's character.  It contradicts many popular 
teachings in the world and even in the church, but " let God be true, and every man a liar"  
(R omans 3:4).  It is not we who are to be celebrated and praised for what we do for God - it is 
God who should be praised and loved for his mercy and for his gracious presence among us. 
 
A lack of humility compromises all other spiritual virtues.  Human pride quickly corrodes even 
the finest spiritual fruit.  M oreover, pride causes us to lead others astray.  There are many weak 
sheep who need others patiently to teach them to trust in God and in God alone;  but the prideful 
teach them to trust in human methods or wisdom.  It may not make us 'feel good about ourselves' 
to remain aware of our weakness and our errors, yet it is spiritually important for us to do so. 
 
And genuine humility, besides bearing spiritual fruit in itself, works positively in other ways.  It 
allows God to use even the most microscopic of our abilities, and it allows him to bless even the 
most halting and uncertain of our efforts to serve him and to share his light with others. 
 
God desires to purify his remnant of sin and also to rid their hearts of fear (3:13).  Y et we can 
only experience these blessings if we rid ourselves of any thought that we humans can cure 
ourselves or can cure others.  The best that any of us can do, truly to help anyone, is to keep 
pointing everyone - ourselves and those around us - to God;  for in God alone lie the grace, peace, 
and hope that we all need. 

 Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, © 2009 by Mark Garner 



Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 

THE GREAT DAY OF THE LORD: 
THE PROPHETIC BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH 

 
Week Seven: I Will Gather You (Zephaniah 3:14-20) 

 
The book of Zephaniah concludes with a series of memorable images of the comfort and 
compassion that God longs to show to his people.  His stern warnings in the rest of the book are 
not given out of rage, but out of sadness for the stubbornness and hard-hearted attitudes that 
prevent even believers from living in God's gracious care.  Only when we are willing to let God 
humble us, regardless of the cost, can we truly appreciate God's grace and compassion. 
 
The grace of God is complete, and it takes away all guilt and all need for fear (3:14-16).  It thus 
takes away also any desire for personal privilege or selfish advancement.  It automatically cures 
us of any need to take revenge or to see others punished for their sins.  It brings us to accept 
everything that the Scriptures teach us about God's nature and his character, not merely those 
qualities of God that fit our 'personal beliefs' or that please our flesh. 
 
Accepting God's grace encompasses so much more than we realize, and it allows us to see all 
things more clearly.  There are many persons who can accept God's righteousness and who 
accept the certainty that our loving God will nevertheless sentence many souls to permanent 
damnation.  And there are many other persons who accept God's love and compassion, and who 
accept the certainty that God will allow into heaven many persons rejected or hated in this world.  
But we must accept both, for both are true, and both will affect our relationship with him. 
 
Grace allows us not only to accept these two aspects of God's character, but also to see that they 
are not at all in conflict with one another.  To understand the glory of grace, we must also grasp 
the loathsome nature of sin - even sins that seem almost harmless to our fleshly minds.  To 
understand grace, we must reject all comparisons between human souls, and we must see that 
many of our ideas about spiritual growth, faith, and ministry are worldly and misguided. 
 
When we humbly accept his grace, God is then able to show us the full extent of his love for us 
(3:17).  The vivid imagery in this verse reminds us what great joy the humble and faithful bring 
to God.  When we humbly and gratefully receive his grace, all barriers between God and us are 
swept away.  This is a great blessing to us, of course, but we often do not consider what great joy 
it brings to God. 
 
Zephaniah closes his book of prophecy with another reminder of God's eagerness to gather 
together all those who love him (3:18-20).  As the prophet had told us earlier (see 3:9-10), it is 
not God who stands in the way of this happening.  He has made billions of human souls, only to 
see most of them reject him or ignore him.  So when even one soul turns from self and embraces 
God's love and grace, to God it makes all of his patience and disappointment suddenly 
worthwhile.  And when many of us together turn away from our human wisdom and fleshly 
methods, so that we can seek and love God himself, it brings him great joy indeed. 
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