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Read from “Godless Christianity” (appended – I read the red bits)
So what has that to do with my series on the Minor Prophets?

Two years ago during Advent I started what has become an occasional series on the Minor prophets – then I talked about Christ as “The Prophet” I am now about ¾ of the way through, so just to remind you of a couple of terms and the background to this series and this book

What is a prophet? One who speaks the words that God gives him (this point, the fact that God speaks, the fact of revelation is one that will be emphasised later)
What are the Minor Prophets? The 12 shorter books at the end of the OT that provide us with a record of God’s dealings with his people from the end of Solomon’s reign in about 960BC down to the last scriptures before the New Testament written around 420BC  - In other words, they were written over a period of about 500 years.

We read Lev 26 as our OT reading: In it God warns his people “If you do this then I will do that.”  

God didn’t merely do, he made sure that his people understood what he was doing.

God sent “My servant’s the prophets” to turn the two kingdoms from their wicked ways and to warn them what would happen if they continued in wickedness.  

2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 

God used the prophets to teach them about who He is - to give His people understanding as what he requires of us. He also used prophets to warn Israel and Judah to be obedient to his laws, his commands and his statutes, to return to him and be saved or … to suffer the consequences. 

God used the prophets to give to His people now the understanding as what he requires of us.

We have now got to number 9 out of 12 in this series on the Minor Prophets. And still Jerusalem is standing! God has warned and warned, but Jerusalem has not fallen - yet

So far we have seen how God values relationships. He is concerned about how we interact with each other and how we relate to Him (of course you cannot ‘relate’ to a God who doesn’t exist – “God is not a being at all... it's a word for experience, or human experience”. but above all we have seen that God is in control. God is in control of History. God is in control of times and seasons, locusts and nations. For 400 years this God who is in control has been patient. 

The LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes. 

Yet Jerusalem has not yet fallen. As we saw the time before last when we looked at the book of Nahum the Northern Kingdom fell in 722 BC to the Assyrians

But God is patient and long-suffering; Jerusalem has not yet fallen. Not Yet

So when are we taking about and who is Zephaniah?

Martin Bucer, the Strasbourg Reformer who was also partly responsible for the English Book of Common Prayer, wrote in 1528 in his commentary

 “If any one wishes all the secret oracles of the prophets to be given in a brief compendium, let him read through this brief book of Zephaniah.”  (a compendium is a list)

There are many ways in which Zephaniah links his prophecy to those of the earlier prophets, both in subject-matter and the words he uses; but he doesn’t just repeat their prophecies which had not yet been fulfilled. Zephaniah produces a summary, which involves the fundamental thoughts of judgment, and salvation, which are common to all the prophets.
So when are we taking about and who is Zephaniah?

Well, we have gone back in time just a little bit – to just before the time of the fall of Ninevah

In 1:1: Zephaniah's family is traced back through four members to his great-great-grandfather Hezekiah; because usually only a father is mentioned in this kind of summary it is though that Hezekiah must have been a celebrated man, and that in all probability it is king Hezekiah who is intended. Isaiah prophesied during his reign.

Our prophet, Zephaniah, prophesied in and around Jerusalem the days of Josiah, king of Judah (B.C. 641-610), and was contemporary with Jeremiah, with whom he had much in common. Zephaniah prophesises the destruction of Ninevah (which we talked about in Nahum and which happened 609BC just after the end of Josiah’s reign) We know Jeremiah started prophesying in the 13th year of Josiah that is, 628BC  - One of my trusted commentaries says that the only problem in timing was whether Zephaniah was written in the first half or the second half of BC631!

Something that has to be fitted into to our understanding of this period is what has happened in the past. 

The whole purpose of God’s judgement is given to us in Lev 26. cascade which we read 

But if you will not listen to me … then I will visit you with panic
(And if in spite of this you will not listen to me, then I will discipline you again

(Then if you remain hostile to me and will not listen to me, I will continue striking you, sevenfold for your sins

(And if by this discipline you are not turned to me but walk contrary to me, then I also will walk contrary to you,

(But if in spite of this you will not listen to me, but walk contrary to me, then I will walk contrary to you in fury
                                               ….

They are not listening. They aren’t drawing the conclusions they should. They should have understood what happened to the Northern kingdom of Samaria a hundred year ago, taken note and repented. 

They didn’t take note. They didn’t repent: and in particular since great-great grandfather Hezekiah’s time sinfulness has increased dramatically – Hezekiah ruled 715 to 686BC and tried to eliminate idolatry and establish true worship of God. However, his son Mannasseh was a bad king. He re-instituted pagan worship and reversed the religious reforms made by his father Hezekiah. He introduced Temple prostitution for both sexes; even human sacrifice on the Lord’s own altars, necromancy, star worship astrological predictions and so on. His was a reign of terror. (see 2 Kings 21 and 22 for this history)

2Ki 21:16  Moreover, Manasseh shed very much innocent blood, till he had filled Jerusalem from one end to another, besides the sin that he made Judah to sin so that they did what was evil in the sight of the LORD. 

He reigned to about 642BC. His son Amon succeeded him and was also a bad king, even worse in some ways. Amon continued his father's practice of idolatry, and set up the images as his father had done. Zephaniah 1:4 (also 3:4, and 11) describes his reign as marked by moral depravity –  Amon was assassinated after 2 years  by his servants, who conspired against him, and was succeeded by his son Josiah, who was eight years old

Repeat: Under the two preceding kings, Amon and Manasseh, idolatry had been introduced in the most shameful forms (especially the cult of Baal and Astarte) into the God’s Holy City of Jerusalem with this foreign cult came a foreign culture and a great corruption of morals. 

As an 8 year old Josiah could do little; but as he grew up he began what became a one of the great religious reforms of Judah and an attempt to get rid of the horrible moral practices of paganism and institute true worship of God. He threw the Baal sacrifices out of the temple and while they were tidying up the priests discovered the book of the law and tried to use it to live by. They probably discovered Deuteronomy. 

Josiah encouraged the exclusive worship of Jehovah and outlawed all other forms of worship.2 Kings 23 According to the biblical account, Josiah destroyed the living quarters for male cult prostitutes which were in the Temple and also destroyed pagan objects related to the worship of Baal or Asherah "and all the hosts of the heavens". Josiah had living pagan priests executed and even had the bones of the dead priests of Bethel exhumed from their graves and burned on their altars, which was viewed as an extreme act of desecration. Josiah also re-instituted the Passover celebrations, although the Biblical account states that it had not been observed until that time – it probably hadn’t been since Solomon’s time nearly 400 years earlier!

Josiah, a dedicated reformer tried to put an end to the horrible devastation in the holy places. One of the most zealous champions and advisers of this reform was Zephaniah, and this book that we are looking at remains one of the most important documents for the understanding what was happening in the time of Josiah.

Enough about Josiah – except to reiterate that Zephaniah helps us understand the problems Josiah had; and vice versa: this brief history gives us an understanding of what Zephaniah was talking about when he attacks idolatry and paganism, dual worship if God and Idols.  

So to what Zephaniah actually says.
Along with the star-worshippers as the representatives of literal idolatry, Zephaniah mentions as a second class the worshippers who swear partly to Jehovah, and partly by their king or by Moloch, i.e., who go limping on two sides, or try to combine the worship of Jehovah with that of Baal.

He attacks the rich who parade in luxurious foreign clothes – not that good clothing is wrong but what it represents here – that is a turning away from God and a turning to other standards

The Book of Zephaniah does not contain two or three prophetic addresses, but a condensation into one lengthened prophecy, commencing with the threat of judgment (ch. 1), proceeding to an exhortation to repentance (ch. 2-3:8), and concluding with a promise of the salvation which would flourish for the remnant of Judah after the termination of the judgment (ch 3:9-20). 

Repeat: the book is arranged into three sections. 

· The first section consists of the first chapter;

· The second reaches from 2:1 - 3:8; 

· And the third comprises 3:9-20.

The thought in 1:18, “All the earth shall be devoured by the fire of His jealousy,” is repeated as a refrain in 3:8, and the “woe” in 2:5 announcing judgment on the nations parallels the “woe” in 3:1, the announcing the judgment upon Jerusalem. Zephaniah proclaims the judgment upon the whole earth, upon all the heathen nations, and upon Judah and Jerusalem, in the following order: 

· In the first part of his prophecy he threatens the near approach of the judgment upon the whole earth and upon Judah and uses graphic imagery to portray its terrible character 

· In the second part (ch. 2-3:8) he exhorts the people to repent, and the righteous to persevere and assigns a reason for this exhortation, by announcing that the Lord will judge the heathen nations both near and at hand and far off for the reproach which they have cast upon His people, and by destroying their power lead them to reverence His name and will also bring His righteousness to light in Jerusalem and Judah by the destruction of the ungodly 

· Then the announcement of salvation commences 3:9-10 will the nations serve Jehovah with one accord, and lead His scattered people to Him. The remnant of Israel will be made into a humble nation of God by the destruction of the wicked one out of the midst of it; and being sheltered by its God, it will rejoice in undisturbed happiness, and be exalted to “a name and praise” among all the nations of the earth (3:11-20).

In Zephaniah we have the culmination of the earlier prophesies right from Lev “If…you do not hear then…I will do this” but cast into the wider framework that we have seen before – God is in control of History… not just the History of Judah but of the whole world –and for all of us the message is: if you do not shape up then I will ship you out
– If you do not shape up then I will ship you out – but even this judgement has a longer-term goal in aim, the salvation of God’s people – permanently and forever

In Zephaniah 3:17 is one of those lovely verses that brings joy to the heart

The LORD your God is with you, 
He is mighty to save. 
He will take great delight in you; 
He will quiet you with His love, 
He will rejoice over you
But while we can rejoice over that wonderful thought, what about the message of Zephaniah for us today?

I want to zero in on one item. The attempt to serve two masters at the same time.  Those who bow down to the Lord and swear by Molek (1:5) Those who think that the Lord will nothing – neither good nor bad (1:12) The attempt to have it both ways and to make a religion that suits you, a comfortable religion that allows you to do what you want. 

The word for this is syncretism.
Syncretism is the combining of different beliefs, often while melding practices of various schools of thought. The term means "combining" 

We are the product of an age that specialises in combining ideas. Our base philosophy is the philosophy of Hegel and Kant. The dialectic: which is the idea that there are no absolutes only processes. The idea is that we move forward by starting with a thesis, locating its opposite – the antithesis – and moving forward using  a synthesis of these opposite ideas to produce something new and better. 

The idea that there might be something that is right in any lasting sense is not acceptable today.

Religious syncretism is very common indeed: The Romans took-over many of the Greek Gods and Godesses.

In China, most of the population follows syncretist religions combining Mahayana Buddhism, Taoism and elements of Confucianism. Out of all Chinese believers, approximately 85.7% adhere to Chinese traditional religion, and many profess to be both Mahayana Buddhist and Taoist at the same time.

 In the West, we have Theosophy, New Age, Wicca and neo-Paganism.

When dealing with Christianity it usually takes a form similar to that which I read about that is happening in The Netherlands, viz a rejection of obviously ridiculous ideas like God and an attempt to be “reasonable” to the world around us  - the result is of course a God-less religion – and a powerless religion 

(quote from very end of the Dutch thing) – there is the “power” of that kind of religion, a kind of sympathetic magic. I first came across this idea about 2000BC – I’ll write your name on a piece of pottery and if you are naughty I’ll break it … in this way you too will be destroyed by me.. Smashing plates does not cure cancer nor does it destroy poverty (unless you are God) –they have a Powerless religion
We cannot be too high and mighty condemning them. We have to remember that even our own religious beliefs have suffered syncretism over the centuries – Christmas and Easter are essentially sanctified pagan festivals. Mid-winter solstice and spring equinox pagan ceremonies imported into Christianity and made holy.

How many of us can honestly say that we have got properly sorted out the relationship between science and Christianity? 

Quantum mechanics, which defines a lot of what we use daily, has randomness at the centre of things – that part of it must be a lie. 

Evolution, which sees death as a central, positive and necessary experience and therefore a good thing should cause problems to Theistic Evolutionists – but it also should cause problems to all Christians because it dominates the thought processes of much of what we read about and think of every day of our lives. 

No! we haven’t got it sorted out. I haven’t got it sorted out

I did a lot of research on syncretism and started to try and weave a pathway between crosscultural problems, inculturation and contextualisation and other such words and concepts. I could go on for hours but I don’t have hours !!

so… what do we do?

Our NT reading: suggests that while we too frequently try to compromise and neither be this or that:  in fact it is impossible. We can’t serve two different ideas. No one can serve two masters We can’t rightly worship God and spend most of our energy trying to line our own pockets. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also
So the first positive thing is get correct what you do think

I am not ashamed of the gospel says Paul

Rom_1:16  For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 

2Ti_1:8  Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord, nor of me his prisoner, but share in suffering for the gospel by the power of God

The most common symptom of Christian syncretism is the decision to change the way in which scripture is interpreted. My ideas, my experience, my spirituality trump God’s revelation.

That is the symptom – what is the Antidote? I am not ashamed of the Gospel – Know the scriptures, know what God has said to us

On our special evenings we have been warned twice recently that getting our understanding of the bible correct is central to our understanding of what Christianity is.

John Macaulay A professional struggling to communicate exactly how to translate the Bible from Greek and Hebrew into another language basically showed me that I am not sure I know how to translate it into English! 

Antidote: don’t be ashamed of the Gospel – Know the scriptures, know what God has said to us 
Ben Harvey… told us that InterVarsity, UCCF, has moved to a greater emphasis making sure that we have the street-cred to be heard. OK, now you have the right to be heard – do you have anything to say? Ben pointed out that for example: if you don’t know how to explain the Trinity to a Muslim then he will take you apart

Antidote: don’t be ashamed of the Gospel – Know the scriptures, know what God has said to us
Marsh talking to me about this problem said  “if we had a real concept of the Kingdom of God” then…

Antidote: don’t be ashamed of the Gospel – Know the scriptures, know what God has said to us

As a negative reinforcement I will just make the comment that the word “syncretism” comes from the fact that the Cretans could set aside their internal differences and join together to meet an external threat.

syn-cret-ism 

But remember what scripture says about Cretans

Titus 1:12 One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, "Cretans are always liars, …." This testimony is true. … 

So, – avoid importing strange ideas into your own beliefs and understanding: but be positive, know the scriptures that God has given us and hold on to them. Our message is not our own, it has been revealed to us.

Another thing as Paul says to Timothy is that there are people (2 Tim 3:5) having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. And Paul commands “Avoid such people.”

One of the central messages that we have seen in all the Minor Prophets is that God is powerful, God is in control  - so Zephaniah can and does talk about judgment of the nations and he can and does talk about God’s ultimate sovereign rule and the salvation of His people. 

Let me end with Paul again because he encapsulates my message: the revelation of God is somewhere to stand, but God himself is the person to trust and worship

Rom 16:25 Now to him who is able to strengthen you (has the power to 

establish you or set you firm ) according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages
…

to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen. 

 ​
Dutch rethink Christianity for a doubtful world

By Robert Pigott Religious affairs correspondent, Amsterdam 5 August 2011 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-14417362 

The Rev Klaas Hendrikse can offer his congregation little hope of life after death, and he's not the sort of man to sugar the pill. An imposing figure in black robes and white clerical collar, Mr Hendrikse presides over the Sunday service at the Exodus Church in Gorinchem, central Holland.

It is part of the mainstream Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PKN), and the service is conventional enough, with hymns, readings from the Bible, and the Lord's Prayer. But the message from Mr Hendrikse's sermon seems bleak - "Make the most of life on earth, because it will probably be the only one you get".

"Personally I have no talent for believing in life after death," Mr Hendrikse says. "No, for me our life, our task, is before death."

Nor does Klaas Hendrikse believe that God exists at all as a supernatural thing.

“God is not a being at all... it's a word for experience, or human experience”

Rev Klaas Hendrikse

"When it happens, it happens down to earth, between you and me, between people, that's where it can happen. God is not a being at all... it's a word for experience, or human experience."

Mr Hendrikse describes the Bible's account of Jesus's life as a mythological story about a man who may never have existed, even if it is a valuable source of wisdom about how to lead a good life.

His book “Believing in a Non-Existent God” led to calls from more traditionalist Christians for him to be removed. However, a special church meeting decided his views were too widely shared among church thinkers for him to be singled out.

A study by the Free University of Amsterdam found that one-in-six clergy in the PKN and six other smaller denominations was either agnostic or atheist.

Klaas Hendrikse: "You don't have to believe that Jesus was physically resurrected"

The Rev Kirsten Slattenaar, Exodus Church's regular priest, also rejects the idea - widely considered central to Christianity - that Jesus was divine as well as human.

"I think 'Son of God' is a kind of title," she says. "I don't think he was a god or a half god. I think he was a man, but he was a special man because he was very good in living from out of love, from out of the spirit of God he found inside himself."

Mrs Slattenaar acknowledges that she's changing what the Church has said, but, she insists, not the "real meaning of Christianity".

She says that there "is not only one answer" and complains that "a lot of traditional beliefs are outside people and have grown into rigid things that you can't touch any more".

Dienie van Wingaarden, who's been going to Exodus Church for 20 years, is among lay people attracted to such free thinking.

Some believe that traditional Christianity has too restrictive a notion of the nature of God

"I think it's very liberating. [Klaas Hendrikse] is using the Bible in a metaphorical way so I can bring it to my own way of thinking, my own way of doing."

Wim De Jong says, "Here you can believe what you want to think for yourself, what you really feel and believe is true."

Churches in Amsterdam were hoping to attract such people with a recent open evening.

At the Old Church "in the hottest part of the red light district", the attractions included "speed-dating".

As skimpily dressed girls began to appear in red-lit windows in the streets outside, visitors to the church moved from table to table to discuss love with a succession of strangers.

Professor Hijme Stoeffels of the Free University in Amsterdam says it is in such concepts as love that people base their diffuse ideas of religion.

"In our society it's called 'somethingism'," he says. "There must be 'something' between heaven and earth, but to call it 'God', and even 'a personal God', for the majority of Dutch is a bridge too far.

"Christian churches are in a market situation. They can offer their ideas to a majority of the population which is interested in spirituality or some kind of religion."

To compete in this market of ideas, some Christian groups seem ready virtually to reinvent Christianity.

They want the Netherlands to be a laboratory for Christianity, experimenting with radical new ways of understanding the faith.

Churchgoer: "For me the service is very freeing"

Stroom West is the experiment devised by one church to reach out to the young people.

In an Amsterdam theatre young people contemplate the concept of eternity by spacing out a heap of rice grains individually across the floor.

"The difference from other churches is that we are… experimenting with the contents of the gospel," says Rikko Voorberg, who helps to run Stroom West. "Traditionally we bring a beautiful story and ask people to sit down listen and get convinced. This is the other way around."

Stroom focuses on people's personal search for God, not on the church's traditional black-and-white answers.

Rikko believes traditional Christianity places God in too restricted a box.

He believes that in a post-modern society that no longer has the same belief in certainty, there is an urgent need to "take God out of the box".

"The Church has to be alert to what is going on in society," he says. "It has to change to stay Christian. You can't preach heaven in the same way today as you did 2,000 years ago, and we have to think again what it is. We can use the same words and say something totally different."

Bible belt Staphorst, in the Dutch Bible Belt, has a by-law against swearing

When I asked Rikko whether he believed Jesus was the son of God he looked uncomfortable.

"That's a very tough question. I'm not sure what it means," he says.

"People have very strict ideas about what it means. Some ideas I might agree with, some ideas I don't."

Such equivocation is anathema in Holland's Bible Belt, among the large number of people who live according to strict Christian orthodoxy.

In the quiet town of Staphorst about a quarter of the population attends the conservative Dutch Reformed Church every Sunday.

The town even has a by-law against swearing.

Its deputy mayor, Sytse de Jong, accuses progressive groups of trying to change Christianity to fit current social norms.

"When we get people into the Church by throwing Jesus Christ out of the Church, then we lose the core of Christianity. Then we are not reforming the institutions and attitudes but the core of our message."

But many churches are keen to work with anyone who believes in "something".

They believe that only through adaptation can their religion survive.

The young people at Stroom West write on plates the names of those things that prevent earth from being heaven - cancer, war, hunger - and destroy them symbolically.

The new Christianity is already developing its own ritual.
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I am making the assumption that you all did read Zephaniah and I am merely going to describe the outline
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