
The Future Kingdom in Zephaniah

The question of the literalness of the prophecies concerning Israel’s future is a major theological issue

today. That issue is a key distinction between dispensational and Reformed/Covenant views of

eschatology. In this article Dr. Ken Rathbun, a graduate of Faith Baptist Bible College and Theological

Seminary and the academic dean of Fairview Baptist Bible College in Jamaica, explores the prophecies

related to Israel’s future in Zephaniah 3. His careful interpretation provides a paradigm for interpreting

other prophetic passages. In his second article he looks at the implications of a dispensational approach

to prophecy.

Zephaniah was a prophet to the southern kingdom of Judah. He ministered after the spiritually

disastrous reigns of Manasseh and Amon and during the attempted revival of godly King Josiah

(640–609 B.C.). Unfortunately, Josiah’s revival was not enough to stem the tide of wickedness in the

kingdom, and God allowed Judah to be captured and enslaved by the Babylonians, beginning with

King Nebuchadnezzar’s first attack on Jerusalem in 605 B.C. Zephaniah probably penned his prophecy

in the mid-620s. He was a contemporary of Jeremiah and Habakkuk.

Context of the Book

God spoke through Zephaniah to bring news of impending doom on the nations (Zeph.1:2). In the first

part of the book Judah was marked out for punishment for her sin of idolatry (Zeph.1:3—2:3).

Zephaniah highlighted various classes of society in Judah who would suffer. His conclusion was that

other peoples would enjoy Judah’s land and wealth. This section ends with a call for the nation’s

repentance (2:1–3).

In the next section of the book God’s prophet moved to the Gentile nations surrounding Judah who

were oppressing her (2:4–15). They would not escape God’s complete and total destruction of their

land. Of special interest was Zephaniah’s prediction of the fall of Assyria and the destruction of one of



her famous capitals, Nineveh (2:13–15). The event occurred more than a decade later when this hated

empire fell to the upstart Babylonians with the help of the Medes in 612 B.C. Only God’s supernatural

insight could have led this prophet to predict this surprising turn of events. The Lord through His

prophet then shifted the focus back to Judah (3:1–7). God condemned her for not trusting Him and for

the deception and wickedness of her prophets and priests.

The book of Zephaniah is noted for the theme of the “Day of the Lord,” which is found often

throughout the prophetic writings. Zephaniah mentioned it three times in his short book (1:7, 8, 14).

This phrase referred either to an impending judgment or to a future one. The prophet also referenced

this judgment fourteen other times in a shortened form, “the day” (1:9, 10, 15 [6x], 16, 18; 2:2 [2x], 3;

3:8). All but one of these references to God’s day of judgment speak of the coming destruction of

Jerusalem and the deportation of Judah to Babylon (which came in three stages—605, 597, and 586

B.C.). However, the instance of “the day” in 3:8, I believe, refers to the coming kingdom of God

predicted throughout the Old Testament and preached by Christ during His earthly ministry.1

Kingdom Indicators

Repeatedly throughout the Old Testament prophetic books, the scene changed abruptly and

unexpectedly. In the midst of a prophet’s searing condemnation of the sins of God’s people and their

corresponding punishments, God also directed His prophets to portray an undeserved, restored future

kingdom. That kingdom represented God’s mercy and grace to His beloved people. How do we know

Zephaniah was writing such a prophecy (3:8–20) concerning this future Jewish kingdom?

I believe several indicators found in the prophetic writings signify when the prophets referred to this

future kingdom, based on recognized texts in the New Testament of God’s plans for the future.2 First,

if a prophecy has been clearly fulfilled in history with historical details matching the prophecy, then it

cannot relate to the future.3 Zephaniah’s prophecy concerning the fall of the Assyrian Empire

(mentioned by name) in 2:13–15 is an example, as noted earlier. Second, occasionally a prophet simply

told us that he was writing about the time of the end.4

A third indicator is a description of a gathering of Israel to the land promised to Abraham, often for

protection from her enemies but occasionally for purging (judgment). This indicator is significant

because the Hebrew prophets consistently saw God’s promises to the people of Israel as fulfilled in the

literal land of Israel. Additionally, many of these prophecies were written when Israel was still

occupying the land, so their predicted mass return was predicated on their imminent, but unanticipated,

exile.5

The mention of a gathering of Gentiles is a fourth indication of a kingdom prophecy, whether it was for

war against God’s people, for judgment by God, or for conversion to and worship of the true God of

Israel. A fifth indicator is the manifestation of massive climatic disturbances in the earth or heavens.



We see several of these indicators in Zephaniah 3:8–20. Zephaniah repeatedly referred to “the day” or

“that day” when God will take action on behalf of His beloved people, the Jews, clearly referring to the

future (3:8, 11, 16).6 The prophet also related God’s decision to gather the Gentiles for severe

judgment (3:8). The next verse indicates the conversion of Gentile nations as they call upon the true

God of Israel.7 Zephaniah alluded to a gathering of God’s people from far away (3:10) as well as a

purging process (3:11–13). The book ends with another reminder of God’s purpose of restoring Israel

to a favored position over those who oppressed her when He gathers the Jews to their land (3:19, 20).

In my view, these kingdom indicators establish this passage as a prophecy of God’s coming kingdom.

What do we learn about this kingdom from this passage?

Kingdom Prophecies

We must understand that not every kingdom prophecy in the Scripture describes all aspects of God’s

future kingdom for Israel. Many times we hear statements about the Messiah reigning over all the earth

from Jerusalem. Where is that understanding coming from? It comes from this passage, though there

are other passages that also teach this truth.8

Here in Zephaniah after the destruction of Israel’s enemies and their turning to Israel’s God (3:8, 9),

Israel’s believing remnant will be restored to the land and protected (3:10–13). At that moment an

amazing celebration breaks out. Israel will praise God for His pardon of her iniquities and for His

protection from her enemies (3:14, 15a). Then a clear and precious identification is made: Israel’s

coming Messiah-King is none other than the Lord Himself. “The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your

midst; you shall see disaster no more” (3:15b).9

Our New Testament perspective may obscure the significance of that pronouncement. Imagine how

Zephaniah’s original readers in the 620s B.C. would have understood this message as they observed

the spiritual decline of the worship of God in their land and had listened to the prophet’s devastating

prediction of Judah’s fall (1:3—2:3; 3:1–7). The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was someday

going to come to Jerusalem and rule the world, bringing true peace—a desperately rare commodity in

the Middle East even today.10

The divine pronouncement is trumpeted again (3:17), this time emphasizing God’s loving concern for

His people. He could fulfill these predictions because He was capable (“mighty”) and because He had

determined to do so (“He will save”). This verse further relates an extraordinary time of tender

fellowship and joy between God and His people Israel. What a reunion is in store for God’s people as

they experience a true reconciliation!

God will reverse the devastation of the many intervening years of Israel’s sorrow for the persecution

suffered at the hands of her enemies (3:18, 19a). This prediction validates the principle that those who

harm Israel harm the “apple of His eye”11 and will not escape punishment. As Bible-believing



Christians, we need to love those whom God loves, the Jews, for they remain His people forever.

God’s purpose is to restore the prosperity of His people, including those who are helpless and despised

(3:19b, 20). The whole world will one day recognize that God has purposed to choose, love, correct,

and protect His people. And that is a reason to rejoice. (See the next article, “The Israelite Prophecies:

A Cause for Rejoicing.”)

Conclusions

I draw several conclusions from the text based on a consistently literal understanding of these

Scriptures. First and foremost, Zephaniah’s prophecy has not been fulfilled yet. The prophet presents

this message as a unified whole. It predicts God ruling upon the earth and significant changes to

Israel’s fortunes, neither of which has happened. Many Christians will immediately identify God’s rule

in this passage with the kingdom Christ preached during His earthly ministry. Some would like to see

certain aspects of Christ’s kingdom fulfilled today, but a warrant for that view comes from a less-than-

literal understanding of the Bible.12

Second, this prophecy will not be fulfilled by the church. We affirm that believing Gentiles and

church-age believers will have a place in God’s kingdom. However, this and other prophecies show

that a literal reading reveals details that are just too specific to be spiritualized or allegorized to mean

something other than what the passages tells us.

Third, Christians need to love God’s people Israel. We should be committed to loving, helping, and

protecting the sons and daughters of Jacob. Because they have always lived in accordance with God’s

commands? Ask yourself: Have you always done so? Is perfect obedience the basis on which a

believer can expect to be in a right relationship with God? Our Bibles tell us otherwise (Eph. 2:8, 9),

and we would be wise to reflect to others the undeserved grace God has freely given to us.

Though we have looked at only one prophecy in one small book, the Bible contains an overwhelming

number of Old Testament prophecies concerning Israel’s future and her God-given, restored kingdom.

These prophetic passages are too weighty to dismiss. Any nonliteral view of God’s kingdom is

therefore, in my view, not a Biblical view.
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