
Who is Zephaniah? 

Selected verses in Zephaniah 3 

Two Sundays ago, we listened to Jeremiah; last week it was Malachi; next week we will listen to 

Micah; and today, it is Zephaniah. These are the prophets of ancient times who will speak to us 

as we go through this season of Advent. Who are these prophets? What are they doing in this 

season of supposedly joyful celebration? Why do we need to listen to them? A prophet is more 

than a seer, a predictor of the future, or one gifted with extraordinary spiritual and moral insight. 

A prophet is very much someone who lives in the present, looks around the community and 

addresses issues of concern. Prophets see injustice, poverty, political upheavals, religious 

callousness, immorality of all sorts. They open their mouth to protest and wag their finger to warn 

those in power and calls for repentance and transformation. Theologian Deborah Block explains 

that “prophets are voices of Advent because they say what no one wants to hear and believe. They 

point in directions no one wants to look. Prophets hear God when everybody else has concluded 

God is silent. They see God where nobody else would guess that God is present. They feel God’s 

compassion for us, God’s anger with us, and God’s joy in us. they dream God’s dreams and utter 

wake up calls. They hope God’s hopes and announce a new future. They sing God’s song and 

interrupts the program with a change of tune.”  

In today’s reading, the prophet Zephaniah sang a song of joy but we cannot understand the 

message of that song if we do not know the context of his world. Zephaniah’s world like our 

world today is tainted with evil powers and violent politics—along with starvation, disease, 

genocide, displacement, and rampant immorality. These are "principalities and powers" that 

threaten daily life for many people in Zephaniah’s time. Zephaniah, son of Cushi, most probably 

from a black, Ethiopian descent, prophesied in Judah during the reign of King Josiah 700 years 

before the birth of Jesus, before his people were exiled in Babylon. The name Zephaniah means 

“God protects”. Zephaniah writes that God’s judgement is “near” and “coming quickly”, that he 

foresaw the coming invasion of Babylon. As one would expect, Zephaniah has harsh words for 

his own community. He deplores Judah’s religious idolatry, denounces wanton luxury and warns 

those in power for violent oppression. He characterized Judah's government, its officials, prophets 



and priests as predators who destroyed the powerless and “knows no shame”. Zephaniah saw that 

his own people were turning away from God – away from the practice of living a godly life. 

This reminds me of a story. A scholar once asked a bookstore manager: "What are the most 

popular books these days?" "The first book," said the manager, "are those on who gets rich in the 

new information economy. The second most popular book is on spirituality and, in particular, 

books about Buddhism." The scholar asked the manager why books on Buddhism are becoming 

more popular than books on Christianity. And this was the reply: "I think it's because Buddhism 

is being presented as a way of life, and Christianity is being presented as a system of belief." We 

need to rediscover our faith as a way of life, because that's what we need the most!   That was 

Judah's problem in Zephaniah’s time. It wasn't just theology, it was practice. 

 

For modern readers and listeners like us, we certainly can understand where Zephaniah is coming 

from. His world and lived experience remind us of the horrific holocaust that killed over 6 million 

Jews, Darfur's dispossessed Muslims, Hindu's untouchable Dalits, ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and 

Rwanda and all the exploited of the earth who have endured pillage, plunder, displacement, 

torture, starvation, and the systematic rape of women no matter their age. Zephaniah prophesies 

a message of radical redemption: a day is coming when "never again will you fear any harm". 

With his pronouncements about the nations and peoples of the entire earth, Zephaniah is an 

egalitarian globalist far ahead of his time.   

 

Zephaniah was right in his prophecy. When the people of Judah turned away from their righteous 

ways, they were exiled in a foreign, inhospitable land. Exile, I think, is a metaphor for the human 

condition. A preacher once said that exile is not just a prolonged separation from one's country 

or community. Exile is also estrangement from one's vision of how life was supposed to be. Some 

of us are in exile. We cannot feel the joy of Christmas because of grief and brokenness brought 

on by loss, like the loss of a job, the loss of a relationship, the loss of a loved one, a foreclosure, 

an addiction, an illness, a loss of independence, the loss of a dream. But for those who believes 

in the existence of love and hope, exile is never the last word. 



Then a different tune was set in place. Zephaniah exclaims a song of joy for all people: "Sing 

aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter 

Jerusalem!" (3:14). The prophet invites the people to sing this song because he proclaims that 

God has issued pardon and forgiveness and that God will set the people free. In this text, God and 

God's people alike are caught up in a joy that overflows into song, a joy that springs from love 

renewed, relationship restored. This joy is not one-sided. It is not simply God's people who rejoice 

because God has forgiven and restored them. That is an altogether understandable reaction to 

God's redemption. It is not simply God's people who rejoice. God, too, sings and shouts with joy 

over this love restored. The divine heart overflows with jubilation!  

In 1990, Bette Midler recorded “From A Distance”, a song written by American Christian 

songwriter Julie Gold which won Midler a Grammy nomination in 1991. Partially, the lyrics are 

somewhat prophetic: “From a distance we all have enough, and no one is in need. And there are 

no guns, no bombs, and no disease, no hungry mouths to feed.” But when we get down to the 

chorus that says: “God is watching us from a distance”, that for me is problematic. If you believe 

in God, then believe that God is here with us, that God is present in a loving, compassionate 

community, that God is felt through the love of a friend, a family member, or even a stranger, 

here and now -   in our pains, in our sorrows, in our joys, in our laughter. This God is moved, is 

deeply affected, by human attitudes and actions. This God does not watch from a distance, but 

enters into the life of the world. This God enters even into human flesh, in the mystery and wonder 

of the Incarnation. 

Zephaniah changes his tune. His final word is not one of judgment; it's not of gloom and doom, 

darkness and despair. The final word is joy & salvation, restoration and homecoming.  Why this 

sudden shift in Zephaniah? Why this sudden burst of joy? The situation hasn't changed. The 

circumstance hasn't been altered. They're still in exile. They are still far from home! So why joy? 

It's because the prophet knows that God is not stuck in Judah! God is not restricted to Jerusalem, 

to a destroyed temple. God is not confined to a particular institution or a denomination. God 

comes to us in our exile! And God’s presence changes our darkness into light, sorrow into singing, 

fear into joy, exile into exaltation, and brings us home. The American poet Robert Frost once 

said, "Home is the place where when you have to go there, they have to take you in." 



What would happen if God interrupted us? What if God barged into the midst of our daily lives? 

How would you feel? How would you respond? What change would God’s presence bring? What 

in our life would change? What fears would be dispelled? What injustices overturned? 

 

The good news today is that home is not just a place, it's a relationship. The One whose birth is 

promised by prophets like Zephaniah will be called Emmanuel, God with us. God is our home! 

God is our place! And God’s presence turns our grief into joy. The French philosopher Pierre 

Teilhard de Chardin once said, "The infallible proof of the presence of God is joy." I believe that's 

true. In a world that is still laden with hate, hostility, division, and exile, Zephaniah the prophet 

speaks good news: "Be joyful! God is in your midst and you shall fear disaster no more!" Amen. 
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