
OUR GREAT SALVATION 
Zephaniah 3:8-17 

  
 Several years ago I shared an office with an intellectually brilliant man who had recently 
graduated with a PhD from a prestigious university.  He was very dedicated to his job and made 
a good contribution.  He was nonbeliever or agnostic.  He had been taken to church as a child 
and exposed to the teaching of the Bible as so many children have been, but it was never 
something that he had embraced and taken seriously.  From everything I knew about him, he was 
a person of high integrity and had a compassionate heart and a sense of responsibility.   
 I had witnessed to him and raised questions regarding his relationship with God and 
about putting his trust in Christ.  I still remember one of his responses that essentially was a 
question he asked.  “Why do I need it?”  That is a very good question that is likely to be where 
many people are today who are experiencing a reasonable degree of success and a life of comfort 
and very few problems.   
 If we were to do a survey on a typical college campus and ask both professors and 
students about their relationship to God, many would ask us this same question “why do I need 
salvation?”  Many of you may have seen some of the Ray Comfort videos of him doing such 
interviews on college campuses and his approach is to lead those being interviewed to answer 
their own question.  The logic follows a simple pattern of a series of questions such as Have you 
ever made a mistake?  Could such mistakes be classified as sin?  Have you ever sinned?  Do you 
know the consequences of sin, according to the Bible?  (The wages of sin is death.)  Do you 
believe in a grand scheme of justice that rewards good and punishes evil?  (Many embrace the 
idea of karma which is just another word for judgment.)  If there is going to be judgment and 
since the wages of sin is death, then to avoid this “death” would you not agree that we need to 
avoid the deadly consequence of sin?  (This is what God’s salvation is about.) 
 As we explore the prophecies of Zephaniah we quickly discover that most of his writings 
are about judgment that was going to come up the nations that were in existence during the time 
of the rise of the Babylonian Empire in the Middle East.  In chapters one and two this judgment 
was going to be so complete that it could be described as annihilation or complete destruction of 
everything for many of the nations.  As we read these prophetic messages we get the idea he was 
predicting what would occur in the near term to that region, but we also see a far wider judgment 
that would encompass the whole world and all of mankind.  This is referred to as the “day of the 
Lord” or the final judgment day.   
 When we get to chapter three the narrative turns from the world in general and the 
enemies of Judah to Judah and Jerusalem.  It is as if God was setting them up so that they would 
not be in a position to ignore the impending judgment that was coming to them.  They would not 
be able to say that they had not been warned and they could not deny their guilt since they had 
committed the same kinds of sins as had those whom God had already judged and punished.   
 In the recitation of bad behavior that Zephaniah gave for God’s people, it was primarily 
directed toward those who were in leadership positions and had abused their power.  They were 
characterized as being like wild animals and even those who should know better such as the 
prophets were said to be treacherous and the priests had done violence to the law.   
 In spite of the daily reminders of the power and goodness of God, they did not repent 
because they knew no shame.  God had sent repeated warning messages to them by destroying 
their enemies all around them and they still did not show any reverence toward God or turn back 
to Him.  Instead of getting the message of what happens to those who ignore God and His 



precepts, they used the things that had happened to others as an occasion to gloat and used the 
time that God had granted them to repent to do more of what they had been doing.   
 Is this where we are in our nation today?  There have been great devastations that have 
happened in far-away places and to a lesser extent in our own nation and we have failed to see 
that God is trying to get the attention of the world in general and His people in particular with the 
message that “all should turn away from wickedness and embrace righteousness.”   
 While we have had many warning in our nation, we have not seen the tremendous loss of 
life that has occurred in places like the Cambodian genocide, the 1976 earthquake in China that 
killed 240,000 people, the 2004 earthquake in the Indian Ocean that killed a quarter of a million 
people, and in 2008 the Myanmar cyclone killed 130,000 and a China earthquake killed 69,000.  
Now we are concerned about nations that have demonstrated irrational behavior obtaining 
nuclear bombs and a developing situation that threatens the existence of all humanity.  Instead of 
us repenting we demonstrate a greater eagerness to engage in evil.   
 With all this craziness going on and those in positions of responsibility ignoring the 
obvious, what can we do?  We can’t seem to find anyone in whom we can trust.  This is the same 
question that David asked in Psalms 11:3.  “When the foundations are being destroyed, what can 
the righteous do?”  David found comfort in knowing that “The LORD is in his holy temple; the 
LORD is on his heavenly throne. He observes the sons of men; his eyes examine them.”   
 There is Someone in whom we can trust with absolute confidence and that is our 
Heavenly Father.  Since He really is all powerful and really is in control, then what He says is 
what He will do.  Knowing God can and does keep His word should give us great confidence just 
at it did the faithful in Judah in the turbulent times in which they lived before the Babylonian 
invasion, defeat and captivity.  God had promised judgment but He also promised restoration and 
renewal for those who trusted Him.  This ultimate triumph of God is the message of the rest of 
Zephaniah’s prophecy.  
 
Wait in Faith – 3:8 
8 “Therefore wait for Me,” declares the LORD, “For the day when I rise up as a witness. Indeed, My decision is to 
gather nations, To assemble kingdoms, To pour out on them My indignation, All My burning anger; For all the earth 
will be devoured By the fire of My zeal.  Zephaniah 3:8 (NASB95) 
 After taking the better part of two chapters to enumerate the iniquity of all the nations and 
even of Jerusalem, God is ready to pronounce judgment.  This judgment is pictured as being in a 
courtroom.  The main witness is going to be God Himself.  The arresting officer is God in that 
He will gather the nations and assemble kingdoms.  The Judge is, of course, God and He will 
pronounce the penalty of having His “indignation” or fiery anger poured out on the guilty.  Here 
we see that God is also the executioner that carries out the sentence.    
 This description brings to mind what we imagine will be what happens in the end time 
when the “wrath of God” is poured out on the world and the destruction of the world by fire 
occurs.  Some commentators see this in a more limited scope that would apply to Jerusalem 
when it was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70.  The gathering of the nations, in this 
interpretation, is thought to be the Roman Empire that carried out the destruction of Jerusalem.  
The phrase “all the earth” is said to mean all the land of Judah and the same phrase was used in 
Zeph 1:18 where the reference was the destruction of Judah and Jerusalem by the Babylonian 
Empire.   
 
Call on God – 3:9-13 
9 “For then I will give to the peoples purified lips, That all of them may call on the name of the LORD, To serve Him 



shoulder to shoulder. 10 “From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia My worshipers, My dispersed ones, Will bring My 
offerings. 11 “In that day you will feel no shame Because of all your deeds By which you have rebelled against Me; 
For then I will remove from your midst Your proud, exulting ones, And you will never again be haughty On My 
holy mountain. 12 “But I will leave among you A humble and lowly people, And they will take refuge in the name of 
the LORD. 13 “The remnant of Israel will do no wrong And tell no lies, Nor will a deceitful tongue Be found in their 
mouths; For they will feed and lie down With no one to make them tremble.”  Zephaniah 3:9-13 (NASB95) 
 Many commentaries see these verses as a reference to the time of the Millennial kingdom 
on earth that would be in conjunction with the Second Advent of Christ.  The reference to 
purified lips likely meant that those who inhabit “God’s holy mountain” would no longer use 
references to idols in their conversations or the way they express themselves.  These idols were 
associated with the gross sins that had brought judgment on the pre-exiled Jews.  This 
carelessness of speech had been mentioned earlier in the litany of sins mentioned in chapter one 
that the inhabitants of Jerusalem were guilty of.  The second part of verse five mentioned “those 
who bow down and swear to the LORD and yet swear by Milcom” which indicated they were 
trusting in God and also trusting in foreign gods or idols.  We still have a lot of such mixed 
messages in the way we express things today.  Many Christians rely on “luck” and hope to be 
blessed by “good fortune.”  We find ourselves giving more credit to Mother Nature than we do to 
the God of Creation.   
 Those who associate the fiery judgment mentioned in verse 8 with the Roman destruction 
of Jerusalem in AD 70 would see the blessings mentioned in verses nine through thirteen as 
belonging to the church that became the means by which God’s Plan of Salvation would be taken 
to the world.  We see various indications in these verses that would apply to the church.  The 
reference to purified lips might be related to the phenomenon of what happen at Pentecost and 
the mention of those who call upon the name of the Lord is a reference to those who put their 
trust in God through Christ – “those who call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.”   
 The reference to people from beyond the rivers of Ethiopia could be related to the fact 
that God’s salvation is open to all people.  Feeling no shame could be related to the fact that, in 
Christ, our sins are forgiven.  The removal of pride, self exultation and haughtiness might be a 
reference to the death of the old nature which would be replaced by the Spirit of Christ Who 
showed us what humility was all about.      
 In Zephaniah’s definition, the meek and the humble are those who put their trust in the 
Lord.  The opposite of humility is pride and the essence of pride is that we are impressed with 
and trust ourselves, thus making ourselves our god.   
 Trust is not just some abstract idea, but finds expression in our actions or in what we 
refuse to do.  Not doing wrong, not speaking lies, and not being deceitful have their counterparts 
in righteousness, honestly, and integrity.  The rewards God promised for those who are righteous 
and honest were that their needs would be met and they could have a sense of well being and 
confidence in God.  Our confidence has it basis in knowing that we are secure in Christ and we 
do not have to wonder whether or not we are acceptable to God, the Father.   
 
Celebrate Salvation – 3:14-17 
14 Shout for joy, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of 
Jerusalem! 15 The LORD has taken away His judgments against you, He has cleared away your enemies. The King of 
Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; You will fear disaster no more. 16 In that day it will be said to Jerusalem: “Do not 
be afraid, O Zion; Do not let your hands fall limp. 17 “The LORD your God is in your midst, A victorious warrior. He 
will exult over you with joy, He will be quiet in His love, He will rejoice over you with shouts of joy.  Zephaniah 
3:14-17 (NASB95) 
 The natural response to finding God's favor and knowing we have been blessed should be 



to express the joy we feel.  Singing and shouting have been a part of praise and worship for 
thousands of years.  We tend to be very “reserved’ in our modern sophistication.  Can you 
imagine giving an eight year old boy a new bicycle and his attitude being, “Oh, yeah, I almost 
forgot – thanks for helping.”  What we would really like to see is some evidence of excitement a 
new bike ought to create in an eight-year old.  I believe God is pleased when we are appreciative 
and excited about the greatest gift one can receive: eternal life.   
 God promised an end to the punishment the Jews would undergo and He also promised 
that those who afflicted them would be eliminated.  Since this prophecy was written before the 
Babylonian exile, the Jews would have looked for fulfillment at the end of the exile and the 
restoration period that started with Zerubbabel and continued with Ezra and Nehemiah.  While 
they did see an end of the Babylonia Empire, they were still under the domination of the 
Persians, then the Greeks and finally the Romans.  They worked very hard in their own way to 
not repeat the idolatry mistakes of the past and were so caught up in the minutia of keeping the 
letter of the Law that they missed the time when the Lord was literally in their midst.   
 Because they failed to embrace God’s great salvation, they experienced another time of 
judgment and destruction of their land and their people.  They are still looking for the coming of 
the Messiah and refuse to acknowledge that He has already come.  Consequently, they are not 
experiencing a time of great joy and assurance that should exist between God and His people.   
 In a spiritual sense, we find a parallel in that we, in Christ, have been delivered from the 
penalty and power of sin in our lives.  This deliverance is like having our enemies defeated and, 
indeed, Christ has defeated Satan and we do not need to have any fear or be overly concerned 
about whatever is happening in the world.   
 The Jews were expecting a situation in which the Lord their God would dwell with them 
at the time of restoration and the benefits would be a direct result of His physical presence.  
Many people still look forward to that time.  While we have great hope for this in the future, we 
must not neglect the truth that God is with us on a personal level (right now) in that He indwells 
each believer by His Holy Spirit.  His presence gives us the ability to pray, access to know His 
will, the availability of His power, the awareness of His love, and the assurance of our 
relationship with Him.   
 At the time of Zephaniah’s prophecy, the Jews could hardly imagine a time in which they 
would not be fearful and discouraged.  There are many people in our nation today who live in 
fear.  People have houses with iron bars on the windows, double locks on the doors, a gun in the 
bedroom and alarm systems in cars and homes.  Many are discouraged and struggle just to have 
enough to live on.  These conditions are multiplied many times over in other parts of the world.  
Our world really needs the presence and power of God so that it is a fit place to live.  The reason 
our nation lives in fear and discouragement is that we have turned away from God and His 
principles.  If we would wholeheartedly embrace the salvation that God wants for us, then we 
would know the blessedness of living in His presence.  We could know the power of His might, 
the security of His love and the joy of His fellowship. 


