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Discussion Guide
Hearing Leads to Joy
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting started: 
10 minutes

• do you agree or disagree with the following 
saying: sticks and stones may break my bones, but 
words will never hurt me? could you elaborate?

diving into tHe text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• words have power, the power to create or 
destroy. take some time and talk about the 
various voices which fill your world, and the 
power they have in your life.  

• take some time to discuss the background of the 
book of Zephaniah.  

• what kinds of messages (words) would have 
filled the ears of the people of Judah during the 
time of Zephaniah? see 2 kings 21-23 for help.  

• what kind of effect might these messages have 
upon the people?  

• read Zephaniah 3.9-20, his description of the 
coming day of the lord. pause and read the text 
once more.  

• what messages are contained in these verses? in 
what ways are they like or unlike the messages 
which the people of Judah would have been 
hearing?  

• what effect, if any, might these words have upon 
the people of Judah?  

• consider the messages which fill your life and 
the effects they have. are these similar or 
dissimilar to those messages which the people of 
Judah heard?  

• in what ways, if any, do the words of Zephaniah 
speak to what we hear today? what effect might 
they have upon them?  

• what kind of engagement with the words of god 
would open our lives in such a way that 
they might affect our lives? what might 
this engagement look like?  

• discuss what it might look like to open your 
group to god’s words in this manner.  

• you might consider closing by reading the words 
of Zephaniah 3.14-20 as words of sending. 



Context, BaCkground, and Commentary

The ProPhecies of ZePhaniah
the books of prophecy in the old testament can be 
intimidating. they are filled with a mixture of harsh rebukes, 
songs of lament, stern promises of Judgment, gentle pleas 
for repentance, and wonderful promises of restoration. 
many times, these works move in and out of these elements 
with what appears to be a somewhat haphaZard manner. 
however, the old testament prophets can provide a rich 
and meaningful source of encouragement and direction to 
the people of god if they are read properly.  
reading the old testament prophets remains a futile 
endeavor inasmuch as we read them as isolated works. 
however, the prophets were real people who spoke during 
real periods of time about real issues. when we seek to 
discover the context in which these prophets spoke their 
words come alive as their context provides order and 
structure for understanding their words. this is because, 
contrary to popular understanding, old testament 
prophecy was more about forthtelling (speaking to present 
issues) rather than foretelling (speaking about the future). 
while most old testament prophets spoke about the future 
work of god, the bulk of their words addressed their 
present situation and sought to link their present to god’s 
future.  
Zephaniah was a prophet during the reign of Josiah (640-
609 b.c.), one of the last kings of Judah. it appears he 
was a member of the royal family (Zephaniah 1.1), though 
we have no record of him outside his prophecies. the reign 
of Josiah was marked by much religious and social reform 
catalyZed by the discovery of the long lost book of law, 
most likely the book of deuteronomy (2 kings 22.3). 
manasseh, Josiah’s grandfather and son of king heZekiah, 
had reigned for 55 years and done much to corrupt the 
nation of Judah. he built pagan shrines throughout the 
land for the canaanite and assyrian gods, including in 
the temple. he sacrificed his son to the god molek, and 
practiced divination and sorcery (2 kings 21.6). further, 
he killed many innocent people in an effort to solidify his 
reign (2 kings 22.16). in response to manasseh’s reign, 
god promised to come and destroy the nation of Judah as 
punishment for these sins (2 kings 21.11-15).  
after manasseh’s death, his son amon reigned for two 
years, but was assassinated by some of his officials (2 kings 
22.23). it was at this point that Josiah, the son of amon, 
was made king as an eight-year-old boy (2 kings 22.1). 
Josiah sought to do what was right in god’s sight. when 
he was eighteen, he began a proJect to renovate the temple. 

during this proJect, the book of law was found, most likely 
the book of deuteronomy (2 kings 23.8). when Josiah read 
the book, he realiZed how far Judah had strayed from god’s 
intentions. therefore, he began a nationwide proJect to rid 
the land of idolatry and to renew the covenant between god 
and his people (2 kings 22.11-23.27). however, in spite 
of his efforts, which god praised, the coming punishment of 
Judah could not be avoided (2 kings 22.18-20; 23.26-27). 
within 3 months of Josiah’s death, Judah became a vassal 
state of egypt (2 kings 23.31-35), and in 586 b.c. the 
city of Jerusalem was destroyed by king nebuchadneZZar of 
babylon. 
Zephaniah’s prophetic ministry within the reign of Josiah is 
difficult to date as the prophet never provides a historical 
marker to help the reader understand his immediate context. 
however, a strong argument can be made for Zephaniah’s 
ministry being located during and after Josiah’s reforms. 
much of the language in the book has parallels to the book 
of deuteronomy lending weight to Zephaniah knowing of the 
book and its content. further, Zephaniah seems to point to 
the existence of priests who know the law and yet choose to 
disobey it (Zephaniah 3.4).  
the central theme for Zephaniah is the day of the lord, the 
coming day of the Judgment of god. according to Zephaniah, 
the day of the lord would be an unparalleled experience, 
one which would almost sweep away the entirety of all life 
(Zephaniah 1.2-3). it was to be a day on which Judgment 
would be dealt out starting with god’s people (Zephaniah 
1.4-13; 3.1-2) and extending to others. Zephaniah lists 
those to be Judged as the philistines, moabites, amonites, 
cushites, and the assyrians (Zephaniah 2.4-15). while 
this list encapsulates the traditional enemies of Judah, 
they represent the four points of the compass implying that 
god’s Judgment would start with his people and extend in 
all directions. Zephaniah indicates god longs for his people 
to repent (Zephaniah 2.1-3). however, the traJectory of his 
prophecies indicate that god understands the people of Judah 
were not likely to do so. however, Zephaniah makes it clear 
that god’s coming Judgment was a purifying rather than 
punishing event. god did not desire to punish but to cleanse 
his people. he would leave a remnant which he would one 
day restore and shower with his presence, honor, and Joy 
(Zephaniah 3.9-20). 
when placed within the context of the latter part of Josiah’s 
reign, Zephaniah’s prophecy comes alive with meaning and 
purpose. as a member of the royal family, Zephaniah had a 
front row seat to the damage manasseh’s leadership brought 
to the people of Judah. he knew the traJectory it created for 
god’s people, one of coming Judgment. however, he also saw 



Josiah’s attempt to reform and redirect god’s people. while 
a laudable effort, the efforts of Josiah were not enough to 
turn the people of Judah from their wickedness. the efforts 
of man are never enough to bring about a deep and lasting 
change. god desired people’s repentance, but the direction 
of people away from god was so set that only god’s 
intervention could stop it, and god was going to intervene. 
his intervention was not to be punitive but corrective. god 
had good plans for his people, but they must first undergo 
a cleansing experience so that they might live with god and 
experience the delight of his presence. Zephaniah’s prophecy 
points to the downward traJectory of mankind which paul 
notes in romans 1 and points to the necessity of god’s 
intervening action to stem this movement. the day of the 
lord is necessary as no human efforts will ever fully turn 
people back to god. however, Zephaniah’s prophecy points 
to the good and redemptive character of god. the day of 
the lord, while severe, was meant for good and the future 
Joy of his people. Zephaniah’s experience has parallels to the 
modern world and its traJectory, including human efforts 
at reform, while his words about the day of the lord 
remind us of the necessity and goodness of god’s future 
intervention brought about through the return of christ.  

tHe text 
ZepHaniaH 3.14-20: a Joyous fuTure

Zephaniah’s prophecies concerning the coming day of 
the lord are filled with stark reminders of the serious 
consequences of a life bent away from god and how only 
god can deal with such bentness. however, Zephaniah is 
quick to note how the topic of the coming Judgment of god 
is not one of doom and gloom but one of Joy. god’s coming 
Judgment was not meant to crush people but to purify them 
(Zephaniah 3.9), enabling them to turn to god once more, 
something they could not do on their own (Zephaniah 
3.10). god’s coming Judgment was intended to set aside a 
people who were the true people of god, a remnant who 
would experience a right relationship with god (Zephaniah 
3.12).  
because god’s coming Judgment was intended to purify 
rather than destroy, Zephaniah ends his prophecy with a 
hymn of Joy (Zephaniah 3.15-20). he introduces this hymn 
with an invitation to those who heard him to Join in the song, 
to shift their perspective from gloom to Joy (Zephaniah 
3.14). this is an interesting exhortation considering the 
present context. Josiah’s reforms had failed. even the 
priests had turned away, and god had not changed his mind 
concerning the coming destruction of Jerusalem (Zephaniah 
3.4; 2 kings 22.18-20; 23.26-27). these were dark 

times filled with bad news. some of this bad news was coming 
from Zephaniah! however, the prophet calls on the people to 
reJoice and Join him in a hymn of Joy. his reasoning is found 
in the hymn itself.  
the day of the lord was coming, but it was not the 
cataclysmic end. the day of the lord was to be the doorway 
to a wonderful rebirth. in the future, on the other side of 
god’s Judgment was a day where god and his people lived 
together once more. in this setting, people had no reason to 
fear additional harm (Zephaniah 3.15). in fact, the paralysis 
of fear would dissipate as the warrior god saved his people, 
expressing his great delight in them with song (Zephaniah 
3.16-17). the day of the lord would purify the people of 
god in a way Josiah desired but was unable, and would rescue 
the people from sorrow and suffering in a way no other king 
could (Zephaniah 3.18-19). the day of the lord would 
open a path for the people of god to come home so they might 
experience honor and blessing once more (Zephaniah 3.20).  
Zephaniah affirms the severity and surety of the coming day 
of the lord, but he reframes the experience for his people. 
while the present was filled with darkness and bad news, the 
future was good. the coming day of the lord would do what 
no person, not even the great Josiah who loved and followed 
god as no other king ever had (2 kings 23.25). the message 
of the coming day of the lord was in fact a message which 
should inspire Joy. god was coming, and he was going to right 
what people could not. the message of the day of the lord 
was not one of doom and gloom but one of hope and Joy.

reaL Life witH BLake:
why should i listen to god? sure, i need to listen to god 
because he has a will for my life, but listening to god is about 
more than asking what i should do next. god is more than a 
gps. listening to god is about being in relationship with god, 
making room for him in ways which go beyond directions. so, 
why should i listen? why should i listen to his voice through 
others? why should i take time to listen to what he says 
through scripture? why should i take time to listen at all? 
i am coming to understand that i must listen not because of 
what god says but because of what god’s voice does. god’s 
voice transforms me. actually, voices in general transform 
me. the voices which fill my life have incredible power, power 
to transform or deform me, shape me for good or ill. i suppose 
the power of the voice should not surprise me. the voice has 
the power to create inherent within it (genesis 1)!  
every day, i hear so many voices, many of them negative. 
negative voices have a negative impact upon me. they fill me 
with sadness and sorrow, but they also lead me to despair 



question is not whether they have this power to create but 
what they create when they are spoken. when we listen, the 
words we hear create realities within us and create (shape) 
us. they can shape us positively or negatively. in spiritual 
terms, they can form or deform us.  
in a world filled with words, we are constantly being shaped. 
truth be told, most of the words which fill our world deform 
us. they speak of trauma, deceit, abuse, loss, suffering, and 
the failure to stem the tide. these words enter our ears and 
shape our hearts. they darken our mood. they rob us of hope. 
they bring about a spirit of hostility and vengeance, and all 
of this is Just by the second cup of coffee in the morning. 
however, when we listen to god, his words do something very 
different. his words bring hope, Joy, and life. his words undo 
what the words of this world do in us. therefore, we listen, 
and as we listen be are made and remade in ways which make it 
possible to move forward and closer to god.  
during this season of advent, we listen to words which speak 
of the coming day of the lord. these words remind us how 
much we need god to intervene in our world, and how good 
it will be when he does. these words, when we listen to them, 
deeply listen, can give us a hope and Joy which we can find in 
no other way. this week, we encourage you to listen to the 
words of Zephaniah which speak of the coming day of the lord. 
you could read the book of Zephaniah, but be sure to read 2 
kings 21-23 so you have the context for understanding the 
various prophecies. we encourage you to pay close attention 
to Zephaniah 3.14-20. read these verses closely and often 
this week. you might consider reading them before and after 
you watch the evening news. you might read them before and 
after you surf through the various news channels on your 
phone. you might read them as a family after you talk about 
the struggles of the day. seek to hear them again and again. 
as you hear them, pay attention to what, if anything, they 
do inside you. do they change your mood, address questions 
or longings, or the like? you might consider Journaling your 
experience or discussing it with a soul friend.  
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and hopelessness. they lead me to a place where i want to 
lie down and give up. this is the power and effect the voices 
in our present world have upon me. i am finding that the 
ever-darkening stories of politics, climate change, and human 
suffering fill me with a heaviness and fear which is hard to 
describe. but this is only the beginning. these stories are 
now being followed by others which speak of efforts to bring 
change and reform, efforts which show promise. . .and then 
fail. it makes me want to cry. as if these were not enough, i 
am hearing a growing number of voices of people who have 
de-converted, left the faith. their voices tell stories of pain, 
suffering, and abuse. their voices remind me of how deeply 
flawed and broken the church is, still today. and i do weep. 
these and so many voices fill my ears, and what i notice is 
they shape me. they darken my mood. they make me short. 
they bring about a cynicism which spills out in ways i am Just 
beginning to notice.  
if these were the only voices i heard, i would not be long 
for this world. i truly think i would give up or Just become 
a person who completely withdrew were these the only voices 
in my life, but they are not. i have another voice in my life, the 
voice of god. as i listen to his voice, his voice undoes what the 
former voices do to me. his voice brings life. his voice gives 
me hope. his voice gives me strength to put one foot in front 
of the other. i hear voices call out the abuse and brokenness 
of the church, and i want to give up on the church. his 
voice reminds me that god’s people have strayed, but he will 
bring them back, and i have hope once more for the church. 
i hear voices speak of the ever-deepening problems with our 
environment and the repeated failures to address them, and i 
grow exasperated with the lack of foresight which will affect 
my children and grandchildren. god’s voice speaks and tells 
me of a day when all will be made right, and i am sad but 
can step outside without a sense of exasperation. i hear voices 
tell me of political intrigue the likes of which i can hardly 
imagine, and i get angry, really angry. his voice tells me that 
he knows, and he will correct the abuses. i am able to relax 
and release my anger and desire for vengeance. i hear many 
voices, but it is only the voice of god which brings life and 
leads me to life. so, i take time to listen. 

reaL Life witH you:
why should we listen to god beyond turning to him for 
guidance in life? in part, we listen to god because god wants 
to be more than our gps. he made us for friendship, and 
friends speak and listen to one another. we listen because 
listening is part of being in relationship with god. when 
we listen to god, his words change us. actually, all words 
change us. words have the power to create (genesis 1)! the 


