《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Zepahniah》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE BOOK OF ZEPHANIAH.
THE genealogy here given, designates the noble line of Zephaniah’s descent. Others say, that the names enumerated were all prophets. It is inferred however, that he began to prophesy before the eighteenth year of Josiah, because he reproves idolatry and the grossest of crimes, as generally existing in the land, vices which had predominated in the reign of Manasseh. 2 Kings 22:3; 2 Kings 22:13. He foretold the destruction of Nineveh, which fell in the twenty ninth year of Josiah, according to our Prideaux. He was contemporary with Jeremiah, in the younger years of that weeping prophet, and his work has been regarded as an epitome of all that his survivor lived to enforce. Chronology has placed the commencement of his ministry six hundred and thirty seven years before the birth of Christ. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-18
Zephaniah 1:1. The Word of the Lord came to Zephaniah. The glorious person of Christ, the Word and Wisdom of God; so indeed is the oft-repeated gloss of the Chaldaic in all the book of Chronicles, when a prophet was sent to warn and reprove the land of Israel. The name given to him by his parents, “the secret of the Lord,” might seem to have been an augur of his divine call.

Zephaniah 1:2-3. I will utterly consume man—beasts— birds—and fishes. It was known to the ancients that birds perish by pestilential contagion. “The birds themselves, affected by pernicious air, fall and die beneath the cloud.”

Ipsis est aër avibus non æquus, et illæ Præcipites altâ vitam sub nube relinquunt. Georg. 3:546.
The blood in a city after carnage, washed into the river by tremendous rain, will suffocate the fish. Yet the words of the prophet are figurative, and intimate that God would cut off even the fisher-men by the sword.

Zephaniah 1:4. I will cut off—the Chemarims with the priests. This is a name of contempt, not that they wore black clothes, but that like the name of the Zamzummim, it is given them because of their shouts at the time of their idolatrous sacrifice. The word is translated priests in 2 Kings 23:5. God would destroy these vile men, with all the priests of Aaron’s race who had joined in their idolatry. These were the stumblingblocks which occasioned the nation’s fall.

Zephaniah 1:5. Them that worship the host of heaven upon the house-tops. Great families had private altars on the flat roofs of their houses, where they made oblations to Venus, Jupiter, and the stars; where also they lifted up their hands and swore by Malcolm, the idol of the Ammonites. See on 10:6. This worship is sabianism, which spread through the oriental world. Job 1:15.

Zephaniah 1:7. The Lord hath prepared a sacrifice. The flesh of the people, and hath invited his guests, the Chaldean army to the feast. Jeremiah ascribes this slaughter to the sins of the false prophets, and the apostate priests. Lamentations 4:13. 

Zephaniah 1:8. I will punish all such as are clothed with strange apparel. Lycurgus compelled the Spartans to dress according to their rank. The court, following monthly fashions, under pretense of giving a stimulus to trade, do great injury to the middle classes by exciting a spirit of emulation, and so involving them in superfluous expenses to provide new dresses for their wives and daughters. The young men also must now wear women’s stays, forsooth, and so prevent their growth. A dandy race, reproaching the Creator for deficiency in the configuration of the body.

Zephaniah 1:10. A cry from the fishgate. Nehemiah 3:3. It led to Joppa, now St. John D’Acre, whence fish were brought from the sea. This was properly the port of Jerusalem. The next verses describe the cessation of all trade, when the invading army approached. Such are the horrors and visitations of war.

Zephaniah 1:11. Howl, ye inhabitants of Maktesh. This is the lower city where trades, manufactures, and merchandise were carried on. But critics are not agreed as to the precise import of the word. It might be some outworks adjacent to the city, as the tanneries of Southwark adjacent to London.

Zephaniah 1:13. They shall plant. A better reading would be, Though ye have planted vineyards, ye shall not eat of the fruit thereof.

Zephaniah 1:17. Their flesh shall be as dung; filling all the streets of Jerusalem, and all the courts of the temple. So great was the slaughter on the rebel city, that their blood flowed like water, as described in the seventy ninth psalm. The people of all ages were trodden under foot, as grapes in the wine press. Lamentations 1:15.

REFLECTIONS.
Our prophet having received a divine commission, and probably in early years, opens his ministry like a thunder storm. He exhibited an angry God, marching in fury with fire and sword, cutting off all the living beings of the land, and covering all verdure with the desolations of winter. He saw the angry clouds, as in the next chapter, roll beyond the confines of his country, to pour their latent fury on the nations that laughed at Judah’s fall. And what else but such a ministry could rouse a guilty land, from carnal slumber, and sensual repose.

On the Chemarim, on the priests, on those that turn their backs of the Lord, the keenest blasts of the tempest shall blow; for the sins of the sanctuary are doubly provoking in his sight. On the Sabian worshippers upon the house-tops, who could eat their peace-offerings when the moon had begun to repair her new horns, the blast shall blow down their altars. When the Lord begins he will also make an end. All their wealth and pride shall be a booty for the men who do the Lord’s strange work.

The prophet, to give his warnings full effect, adds, that the day of the Lord was near. As a watchman, he trifled not with the souls committed to his care. While blowing the trumpet, he left not the harshest truths untold. It was a day of wrath, a day of distress and desolation; a day in which neither gold nor silver should procure a reprieve. Such are the attributes of Him with whom we have to do. He discovers the fire of jealousy on men who had set up another god. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-15
Zephaniah 2:1. Gather yourselves together, for fasting and prayer, oh nation not desired, whose practices are lothed and abhorred; a nation whom God will not own as his chosen people.

Zephaniah 2:3. It may be ye shall be hid from the general scourge. Jeremiah uses the same words in Jeremiah 36:3. The avenging arm becomes weak, when mortals are truly contrite.

Zephaniah 2:4. Gaza shall be forsaken—Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Ekron shall be rooted up. Gaza was a primitive city, given to Judah. Joshua 15:47, 1Sa_6:17. It was a frontier town leading to Egypt, situate about sixty five miles south-west of Jerusalem, and one of the five cities occupied by the Philistines, the sore and bitter enemies of the Israelites. It stands pleasantly on an eminence. The beach being open, it has no harbour, and boats approach with difficulty. It threw off the Hebrew yoke in the weaker days of Jotham and Ahaz; but was reconquered by Hezekiah. 2 Kings 18:8. Psammiticus, king of Egypt, took all the five cities of the Philistines; and about four years after the fall of Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar overran all Phœnicia, and ruined Egypt. So the word of the Lord was fulfilled, as in Jeremiah 25:17; Jeremiah 25:20, when he made all the kings of Philistia and the adjacent nations drink the cup of his wrath. The rest of the Philistines, says the prophet, shall perish. Amos 1:8. Ezekiel 25:15-16.

Zephaniah 2:5. Woe to the inhabitants of the sea coast— the Cherethites. These were colonies of Crete. 1 Samuel 30:14. The guards in David’s court were raised out of those families. 2 Samuel 8:18.

Zephaniah 2:11. The Lord—will famish all the gods of the earth. This is a fine satire on idolatry, and is illustrated by the custom of preparing every night for Bel, a supper, when the priests and their families came into the temple to partake of the feast. It is a most expressive prediction of the utter cessation and ruin of idolatry. Isaiah 2:18.

Zephaniah 2:12. Ye Ethiopians also shall be slain by my sword. This name in the Hebrew scriptures denotes all the coloured population, who are called Cushites. Many of these perished as allies of Egypt, and others from the Persian invasions. Jeremiah 46:2. 

Zephaniah 2:13. He will make Nineveh a desolation. This is described by Nahum, and in the reflections on that prophet. The empire being destroyed, the poor had no bread, and birds of ill note inhabited the temples and the palaces. The Turkish city of Mosul is built on the western shore of the Tigris, leaving old Nineveh in ruins.—A word here, oh infidel. How did the Hebrew prophets know this of Nineveh, of Babylon, and of Tyre? How did they know those facts, and facts of variations, that Jerusalem should only be “trodden down of the gentiles,” and that Egypt should only be “the basest of kingdoms?” Did they happen to guess well, to be lucky in conjectures? Aye, but one mishap would have ruined revelation. Take heed and beware: for they may guess well that all unbelievers shall have their portion in the lake “that burneth with fire and brimstone.”

REFLECTIONS.
The guilty nations of Phœnicia were alike idolaters, but idolaters who had the adjacent light of Israel. As they lived for ages in abominations, in wars, and in the effusion of innocent blood, the cup which the Lord had mingled must be given them to drink. The harvest grows ripe, and then the reapers are commanded to thrust in the sickle. The prophet exhorts them to meet for reflection, and for repentance, to ward off the blow by humiliations of heart.

It is remarkable that Judah, joining apostasy with sin, must be the first to drink the bitter cup. Then, as in a feast, the cup goes round. Nineveh falls, and falls to rise no more; the rejoicing city forever mourns. The whole belt of nations from Ammon to Moab, Philistia and Tyre, must drink the dregs of the red wine. How would it have been just to punish the one without the other, when neither fasting nor penitence, as formerly in Nineveh, had intervened. How then can hardened and rebellious men of our own times hope for ever to escape? 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-20
Zephaniah 3:1. Woe to the oppressing city, to Jerusalem, now polluted with every crime, and every year growing a carcase for the eagles.

Zephaniah 3:6. I have cut off the nations. The Chaldaic reads, I have cut off the palaces of Damascus, and of Samaria, so that no man now walks in their streets. This had been recently done by Salmanezer, king of Assyria; yet Jerusalem took no warning by the fall of her sister Samaria.

Zephaniah 3:8. Therefore, wait ye upon me, saith the Lord. Wait till the great day when I shall assemble for the last time the infidel nations against my Zion, as in Ezekiel 38, 39., and Zechariah 14. Then will I destroy them utterly, and turn a pure language of worship and praise on all the earth. The prophets always kept the best wine to the last.

Zephaniah 3:9. Then will I turn to the people a pure language. שׁפה ברורת shapah beroorath; that is, Hebrew tongue, as the rabbins contend, because it is added, “that they may call on the name of Jehovah,” the only tongue in which that name is known.

Those men are extravagant enough in eulogies on the sacred language, and it is amusing to hear what they can say.

1. That the language of Adam was preserved by Noah in the ark, and down to the confusion of tongues at Babel, as stated in Genesis 11:1.

2. That this language possessed distinguished characters, not only of eminence, excellence, and dignity, but indeed of knowledge more than human, of which it has just claims founded on its sanctity.

3. That this holy tongue inherited, after the secession of the nations, the high prerogative of transmitting the grace of revelation exclusively to the family of Heber, and thence to the Hebrews; for with his family was continued the holy oracle.

4. That the dispersed nations, with the exception of the more holy house of Heber, cast off the use of the primæval language, pride having prompted them to sacrilege and every crime; and in such sort, that the holy tongue remained solely with the Hebrews 5. The same primæval language became the fruitful mother of conveying edification to the Chaldeans, and of diffusing it abroad as on a great theatre to the nations of the earth. Thus this blessed mother, being arrayed in purple and immortal splendour, and enthroned in the holy land, all nations shall come to her for divine tuition, and to “speak the language of Canaan.”

Isaiah 3:19. So then, according to the rabbins, we are all to speak Hebrew in the Messiah’s kingdom!

Zephaniah 3:10. From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia. See the note on Acts 8:27.

REFLECTIONS.
We learn from this chapter, that the Lord reserves the sweetest cup of consolation for his long-afflicted church, after the punishment of the wicked; and that the greatest misfortune that can happen to any people, and which most certainly exposes them to the divine vengeance is, when their spiritual or temporal rulers neglect the duties of their calling, and trample underfoot the laws of religion and justice. Certainly Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, and Zedekiah, sons of king Josiah, were ill educated. This might naturally be expected from the priests of that age, and from the character of the nobility in general. 

