Zephaniah 3:9-20, p.1466 — Advent Week 3 — Christ the King

As we continue with our advent sermon series on how Jesus is anticipated in the Old
Testament through the offices of Prophet, Priest, and King, today we will hear about what it
means for Christ to be king. To do this, we will look at another of the prophets, this week
Zephaniah. Zephaniah himself is a descendent of a famously good king, Hezekiah. As a
descendent of Hezekiah, Zephaniah speaks directly to the issues of the Jerusalem elite.

Zephaniah himself wrote at the time of another famously good king, Josiah. Josiah was
famous for re-finding God’s law and being horrified at how God’s demand for holiness

conflicted with the sin he saw around him, and his complicity in it. Scholars think that

Zephaniah could have been one of the instigators of Josiah’s reform.

Zephaniah’s book is brief, a mere three chapters (that are always difficult to find).
Zephaniah’s main pointis that God’s judgement is coming, “the great and terrible day of the
Lord.” He speaks against his home country of Judah first, calling them to not rely on their
wealth, but on the Lord. He then speaks to the nations around them, calling them to
abandon the arrogance or their idolatry, and recognize the true king of the earth. Last, he
mentions Jerusalem, which he calls “the city of oppressors...” He denounces the officials
and rulers, as lions and wolves, the prophets and priests, as adulterating God’s holy law.
This judgement will culminate in a complete destruction, “the whole world will be
consumed by the fire of my jealous anger.” Notably to Israel, “the whole world,” includes
them.

But surprisingly, the whole world being consumed in God’s fiery wrath, is not the end for
Zephaniah. This brings us to where God gives his promise of hope for all his people, a place
where the true King of Israel will be with them forever. Let us listen to this hope together:

Zephaniah 3:9-20

“Then | will purify the lips of the peoples, your arrogant boasters.

that all of them may call on the name of Never again will you be haughty
the Lord on my holy hill.

and serve him shoulder to shoulder. 2But | will leave within you
"From beyond the rivers of Cush the meek and humble.

my worshipers, my scattered people, The remnant of Israel

will bring me offerings. will trust in the name of the Lord.
" On that day you, Jerusalem, will not be 3They will do no wrong;
put to shame they will tell no lies.

for all the wrongs you have done to me, A deceitful tongue

because | will remove from you will not be found in their mouths.



They will eat and lie down
and no one will make them afraid.”

14Sing, Daughter Zion;
shout aloud, Israel!
Be glad and rejoice with all your heart,
Daughter Jerusalem!
5The Lord has taken away your
punishment,
he has turned back your enemy.
The Lord, the King of Israel, is with you;
never again will you fear any harm.
$0On that day
they will say to Jerusalem,
“Do not fear, Zion;
do not let your hands hang limp.
7The Lord your God is with you,
the Mighty Warrior who saves.
He will take great delight in you;

in his love he will no longer rebuke you,
but will rejoice over you with singing.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
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8¢ will remove from you

all who mourn over the loss of your
appointed festivals,

which is a burden and reproach for you.
9 At that time | will deal

with all who oppressed you.
| will rescue the lame;

| will gather the exiles.
I will give them praise and honor

in every land where they have suffered
shame.
20 At that time | will gather you;

at that time | will bring you home.
I will give you honor and praise

among all the peoples of the earth
when | restore your fortunes

before your very eyes,”
says the Lord

How many of you watched the coronation of King Charles? It seemed like an event that

happened out of time. There is something majestic about watching someone be crowned

king. One of my favourite TV shows is “The Crown,” (at least the first couple seasons) and,

aside from the episode with Billy Graham, the best episode is the coronation of Queen

Elizabeth. It is remarkable how she deeply feels the holy weight and duty of her office as

the dignified head of state.

Monarchy, when you have a good King or Queen, is probably the best form of government

you can have. A good monarch can govern efficiently with a clear hierarchy, ensuring

peace, justice, virtuous living, seeking the common good. When the king is virtuous, he

gives a wonderful image of God’s rule. His example can be imitated. The king can also show

the limited nature of politics in this world, pointing people to their eternal purpose that lay

beyond his capabilities. The problem is, having a virtuous king is almost never the case,



and as good as all the benefits are of a good king, the detriments are equal on the other
side.
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Thankfully, we do have a virtuous king in our Lord. The Catechism says that as “our eternal
king... [Christ] governs us by his Word and Spirit...guards us and keeps us in the freedom he
has won for us.” Here we see what a true king does, governs, guards, and protects. As in the
other sermons from this series, we will begin by looking at what it meant to be a King in the
Old Testament, how God was preparing for Jesus to come with this office, with use of our
passage from Zephaniah, then what it means for Christ to be King, and we will conclude
with how we as Christians share in Christ’s kingship now.
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So, to begin to ask what Kingship looked like in the Old Testament, we have to start at the
beginning with Adam. Adam and Eve were called by God to, “Rule over the fish in the sea
and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground”
(Gen.2:28). Ruling over God’s creation is something proper to humans, something we were
created to do. There is something naturally kingly about us. If we look at what our eternal
king does, govern, guard, and protect, we too do all those things for God’s creation.

We don’t rule in any way we like, but according to how God instructs us to. We are his
regents. We are those in this creation who can understand something of it, and form it to
God'’s glory, tilling and keeping. Now, we all know where this leads, we don’t do a great job.
But our failure doesn’t mean our ruling over God’s creation isn’t an important thing, and
something that will bring glory to God through our doing.
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The first proper king of Israel was Saul. The most important aspect about God giving Israel
Saulis that God was making a concession to Israel in giving them a king because of their
constant disfunction. God did not want Israel to have a king like the nations around them,
but they pleaded with him for one because of the constant cycle of idolatry and judgement
that we see in the book of Judges. The cycle began with Israel falling into sin after a period
of peace. As Israel fell into sin, they would then experience judgement, typically in the form
of oppression from a nearby nation. They would call out to God for help, and God would
send a judge to rise up opposition to the oppressing nation and there would be a new era of
peace under their reign.
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To come out of this cycle, Israel wanted the consistency of a king, to be like the other
nations. The problem is, Israel was always supposed to be in contrast to the nations.
Having God as their king was one of the ways they were set apart. God says to Samuel
when Israel asks for a king, “they have rejected me as their king. 8 As they have done from
the day | brought them up out of Egypt until this day, forsaking me and serving other gods,
so they are doing to you. ?Now listen to them; but warn them solemnly and let them
know what the king who will reign over them will claim as his rights” (1Sam.8:7-9).

God then tells his people what the king will demand of them, their sons for his armies, their
daughters to serve him in his palace, he will take the best of the fields, vineyards, livestock,
and slaves. They will call out to God for relief from these kind of kings, and God will not
answer them. Saul proved this prophecy right, as did all the other kings thereafter, some
better some worse.
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That God did not want Israel to have a king does not mean that God will not use the office of
king to teach something about himself. God always uses our poor intentions for good. God
knows that he is the only true ruler of the world, and that all can only go well in his creation
when he is given the prime place as the true leader of all. The only way a king in Israel can
lead his people well, is with God put in as the legislator, leading through his law, and with
the king as a wise judge or regent. When Saul ultimately rejects God’s commands, this
causes God to reject Saul, and choose David to replace him, a king who will act out of faith
rather than seeking to take God’s place. It also allows God to take primacy in directing his
people.
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David then becomes a proper kind of king, that is, one that will be able to point God’s
people to the coming of Jesus, the whole point of Israel to begin with. David is a king “after
God’s own heart,” he seeks what God wants, not to usurp God’s place as leader. David’s
kingship, “is a kingship in God’s name, subject to God’s will, designed to direct all things to
God’s honour... It rules by Word and Spirit, by grace and truth, by justice and
righteousness.”’ He recognizes that his office is a gift, given to him by God. God blesses
David’s line to last forever, something that can only be fulfilled in Christ’s spiritual kingdom.
David’s kingship is a shadowy anticipation of something beautiful to come.
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" Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol.3, p.365.



This leaves the question as to why God did not want Israel to have a king in the first place.
Sure, they were not to be like the other nations, but | think the reason why God wanted
them set apart in this way is that an earthly king will cause them to misunderstand the
nature of the spiritual kingdom that is coming with Jesus. And this kind of materialistic
misunderstanding is exactly what Israel’s kings did, fighting useless wars, taking too many
wives, and of the wrong sort, generally, just doing the kind of thing we expect of kings as
sinful people with a lot of power.

Time and again Israel’s kings fell into idolatry, leading the whole people astray from God.
Reading through Kings and Chronicles, there are only a few times when Israel gets relief
from the kings who do “what is evil in the eyes of the Lord.” Rather than doing what they are
supposed to, direct all Israelite society to God’s honour, they lead people away from God to
their own sin. Eventually, this sin leads God to send his people into exile, ending the formal
kingship in Israel altogether.
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This is where the prophecy from Zephaniah comes in. As | said earlier, the prophet decries
the way Israel’s leaders had forgotten their place in leading God’s people to follow him.
Their faithlessness is seen in their constant idolatry and mistreating the poor. They, who
were created to be distinct from the nations, are acting exactly like all those around them.
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As is seen in Zephaniah’s prophecy, Christ’s kingdom only comes when the earthly
kingdom of Israel ceases to exist. Remember, the prophecy we just read only comes after,
“the whole world will be consumed by the fire of my jealous anger.” Just as Israel was
included with the nations in God’s judgement, so are all the nations now included with
Israelin God’s blessing. God says, “l will purify the lips of the peoples, that all of them may
call on the name of the Lord.” The ‘peoples’ are all of us, he is coming to cleanse us, and
remake his people
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These new worshippers will be “the meek and humble.” Surprisingly, God says through
Zephaniah that this new group of people from all over the nations will be considered “the
remnant of Israel.” And all this is possible because “the Lord has taken away your
punishment, he has turned back your enemy.”

Because the punishment and enemy are removed, God’s people can enjoy his presence,
“the Lord, the King of Israel, is with you; never again will you fear any harm.” Because of
God’s mercy, through the work of the one who takes away our punishment, we are in right



relationship with our true king once again. Even though Zephaniah did not know what that
would look like, it is clear that his prophecy of God establishing his kingdom has been
fulfilled in Christ, with his kingdom seen now in the church.
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Christ then comes with the fulfillment of what Israel’s kingdom was pointing to (evenin
their failure), his spiritual kingdom. In John 18 Jesus is the most explicit about the nature of
his kingdom as he has an interesting conversation with Pilate regarding the nature of his
kingship. Pilate asks, “Are you King of the Jews?” to which Jesus responds, “My kingdom is
not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting...”
In this scene we see a great paradox, Jesus, the one in whom all things were created, the
true Lord of the universe, is quietly submitting to an authority that he putin place to begin
with.
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In the same kind of paradox, Jesus’ is most clearly enthroned when he is most humiliated,
hanging on the cross. The orthodox have a tradition of presenting Christ hanging on the
cross arrayed in gold, emphasizing it as his proper throne. When we consider our place as
rulers in this world as regents ordained by God, humbly submitting to God in all we do,
administering his rightful rule to his creation. Christ’s ultimate act of humble submission is
on the cross, where we see him perfecting what it means to be king in his kingdom, bringing
spiritual good, accepting the political rule of men like Pilate in the world, while he also
shows how Pilate’s rule does not have an eternal authority.
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Itis important to contrast Jesus’ kingdom of grace with the way that the Son is Lord over all
creation naturally to him as God. When we say Jesus is Lord, or king, we mean that he is
Lord over all creation, though in two clear ways.

First, Jesus is Lord in the way that he is God. God is the true king of all creation whether we
recognize him or not. All humanity, from Adam on, has a responsibility inherent in our
nature to rule properly over creation as his mediatorial regents. We organize this rule, for
better or worse, through various political means. As Romans 13 says, God establishes and
institutes various governments to maintain order in this world. Paul said this about the
rulers when Nero was emperor, lighting the streets with flaming Christian corpses. This age
requires a certain kind of ruling, and it can be done in accord with the way God created the
world or not, but even at it’s best, it will create God’s spiritual kingdom on earth. And even
at its worst, tyranny is better than anarchy. God uses the rulers of this world to mediate his
rule so that things might not be as bad as they could be.



God has given a certain kind of order to his creation, many call this a ‘Natural Law’, and the
political rulers of this earth do well and honour God when they follow this law. This will
bring greater harmony to society, but it does not cure us of our biggest problem, our sin.
Nor can politics be the solution to our problem, for, as Christ says, we must be born again,
not simply governed well. That is not to say that politics is not important, it is just not
ultimate or eternal. At best, when society is running with the grain of how God created the
world to function, it gives us a shadow of how God will ultimately unite us to himself in the
full flowering of the Kingdom of God, which only he can bring.
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Misunderstanding our politics for the spiritual kingdom has had disastrous effects in the
church, as it causes us to place eternal value on something that was only ever supposed to
point towards the greater kingdom. Some in the church today think that the primary job of
the church is to transform the world; to build God’s kingdom in politics, education, or the
arts, or to establish God’s kingdom in serving the poor or even overthrowing corrupt
economic systems. In this misunderstanding of Christ’s kingdom, the church is decentred
as the nucleus of God’s kingdom on earth right now, and the coming of God’s kingdom is
seen as something we do now rather than given to us by God in the future. Time after time,
the falsity of this construct is seen in the fruit, as those seeking to transform the world by
building God’s kingdom are in turn transformed by the world instead because they lost the
ultimate place of God’s direct work in the church, and they have replaced it with various
institutions.
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Second, the other way we say, “Jesus is Lord,” we mean that he is properly Lord over those
who acknowledge him as such by faith, who then constitute his spiritual kingdom. This is
seen on earth in his church now in part, but will be seen in full when he comes again to
reign in glory. That is what Zephaniah was speaking about earlier.
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As the Catechism says, Jesus’ spiritual kingship is best seen in three ways here on earth.
First, he governs us by his Word and Spirit. The Lord governs us by giving us his Word in
scripture and preaching, and enlivens that word to us in our hearts through his Spirit. In this
way he, better than any other king, guides his people by writing the law on our hearts,
something no other legislator could do.
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Second, he “guards us and keeps us,” he calls and gathers his people into his church. He
guards us by putting us in a place that will hold us accountable to his Word and disciple us
accordingly. Although it is not perfect, it is a haven from the world, where God’s enemies
still roam, and a hospital for the sick, where we can receive the true medicine of word and
sacrament, to receive spiritual healing by God’s grace.
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Last, he protects us. He has won freedom for us; he triumphs over our enemies. When God
gave the punishment to Adam and Eve in the garden, he also promised to crush the
deceptive snake’s head. We see Christ do this as the consummate king, defeating all our
enemies, even death itself. As the true Lord of all, he being our Lord by grace is the only one
capable of keeping us free from eternal danger.
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So, to conclude, how do we then participate in Christ’s Lordship? How are we little kings
under the great king? Again, the Catechism is helpful. It says we do this in two ways, first,
we “strive with a good conscience against sin and the devil in this life...” And second, we
“afterward reign with Christ over all creation for all eternity.”

In this life our participation in Christ’s work as king means that we struggle together with
him to defeat his enemies. The life of the church before Jesus comes back is often called,
“the church militant,” that is, we engage in battle with Christ’s enemies in this life. This
doesn’t mean physical violence, even though many Christians have done so in our history
as they misunderstood the nature of Christ’s kingdom, but in the way that Christ defeats
his enemies, through conversion.

Struggling with Christ’s enemies also means going out to the world to preach the gospel.
Jesus prefaces the Great Commission saying, “all authority in heaven and on earth has
been given to me, therefore go...” Part of Christ triumphing over his enemies means
converting them to his side. Remember, while we were Christ’s enemies, he died for us.
While the church is only mentioned twice in the gospels, the kingdom of God or the
kingdom of heaven, is mentioned hundreds of times. The mission of the church today is to
announce this kingdom, and this Lord, as heralds, witnesses, and ambassadors to
something greater still coming.

We pray in the Lord’s prayer, “your kingdom come,” because that is when we are made
kings as we are supposed to be, mediating God’s rightful rule, ruling with him in heaven for
eternity. This will not happen fully in this life, but we can look forward to seeing it when
Christ the King comes again in glory.



