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Look around

 Zephaniah 2 (mid)
Though many of us have seen pictures of a huge eagle’s nest high up on a cliff, few of us have gotten a glimpse inside. But apparently when a mother eagle builds her nest she starts with thorns, broken branches, sharp rocks, and a number of other items that seem entirely unsuitable for the project. But then she lines the nest with a thick padding of wool, feathers, and fur from animals she has killed, making it soft and comfortable for the eggs. 
By the time the growing birds reach flying age, the comfort of the nest and the luxury of free meals make them quite reluctant to leave. That’s when the mother eagle begins "stirring up the nest." With her strong talons she begins pulling up the thick carpet of fur and feathers, bringing the sharp rocks and branches to the surface. As more of the bedding gets plucked up, the nest becomes more uncomfortable for the young eagles. The mother prompts the growing eagles to leave their once comfortable nest & move on to more mature behaviour. 
In the book of Zephaniah we see God stirring up our nest. The people of God have become complacent, they have become comfortable and safe in their places of worship. And so God stirs up the nest by sending them Zephaniah. The day of the Lord is coming. God’s wrath will soon be on us. There are people in our world, in our family, in our Church that have never put God first. So it is up to us to get our act together & to model that for a watching world. 

Because God’s wrath will affect the whole world. Two weeks ago we saw that God is going to sweep away man and animal, bird and fish until there is nothing left. And this spring clean will start with the people of God but it will not end with the people of God. For the whole world is going to be judged by the same just standards. So in chapter 2, Zephaniah says, “Gather together, gather together, O shameful nation before the appointed time arrives and that day sweeps on like chaff, before the fierce anger of the Lord comes upon you before the day of the Lord’s wrath comes upon you.”
1. The wrath of the Lord is coming, Zephaniah says, you can be certain of that. The day has been appointed. The time has been set. An entry has been made in God’s diary. We may not know the time, the hour, the day but our Creator does! And it will sweep upon us like chaff. Like the leftover bits once the grain has been harvested that fly away with the wind, so when the wind of God’s anger comes the chaff of our lives will soon be swept up and taken far, far away from us. 

It will be a horrible, horrible day of judgement when the fierce anger of the Lord comes upon the whole world. Gaza will be abandoned, Ashkelon left in ruins. Ashdod emptied, Ekron uprooted. Moab will become like Sodom and the Ammonites like Gomorrah, just a place of weeds and salt pits, a wasteland forever. The Cushites will be slain by the sword and the only thing that will be left in Nineveh will be the flocks and the owls. Even Jerusalem will be destroyed. God’s own city will feel the storm of God’s wrath. 

And if he hasn’t made his point abundantly clear as yet, he summarises it all in chapter 3:8 “I have decided to assemble the nations, to gather the kingdoms and to pour out my wrath on thme all my fierce anger. The whole world will be consumed by the fire of my jealous anger.”
The whole world. Not just Afghanistan and Iraq and Iran but Israel. Not just North Korea but the USA and Australia. Mark it within your diaries.  Get ready for this day. This is priority number 1. For your whole life will be a failure if you are not ready for the day of the Lord. It needs to be in the diary of the good dad who chooses to take the kids to the beach instead of Sunday School. The working mum who has time to clean the house but not pray with the kids. In the diary of the grandfather who leaves his family his inheritance but not his faith in God. It even has to been in the Churches annual calendar because if we just have our socials and our bible studies and our worship services but forget about saving people from the day of the Lord then we are forgetting about what we are here for. 

This day is coming. There is very little time. Look again at this chapter. Those in the west in Philistia they will be judged. Those in the east in Moab and Ammon they will well and truly cop it. Those in the south in Cush (modern day Ethiopia) will be disseminated.  And those to the northern in the superpower of Assyria will be completely wiped off the face of the map. 

If Zephaniah was talking to us today he would say watch out those who live to the north on the Gold Coast, don’t live lives of glamour and glitz and forget about your Creator. You who live on the coast, you fisherman and surfers and scuba divers, don’t just enjoy the creation, turn to the Creator. You in the south building palaces in the sand at Casuarina. Don’t take a holiday from God, live each day as if God is well and truly in your presence. And you in the west, you greenies and environmentalists who look after the forest and the animals, what about caring for my people! What about me and my word, have the same passion for that!

Because north, south, east and west God’s wrath is going to come. But don’t just look around you, look within you. Jerusalem will not escape judgement as well and neither will we. The whole world will be consumed by the fire of God’s jealous anger. 

Now this has to be the message of the Bible that humans hate the most. We can cope with God being love. We hope that it is true that Jesus has prepared a place for us in heaven. But God’s wrath, God’s justice, God’s anger! You see if God is going to judge sin, every single one of us will be found at one time in the dock. And we don’t want that. Yes put Gaddafi there, Saddam Hussein, Osama bin Ladin, and a few others but not me. I don’t deserve that. 

Yes you do, says God. We are all in the same unholy mess. We have all been given a free choice, to decide whether we want to live for God or live without God. But there are consequences to all of our actions. And those consequences will catch up with us on the day of the Lord’s wrath. 

2. The depth of the problem. I don’t know whether you have ever seen the movie the Green Mile. In it Tom Hanks plays a prison guard who is looking after a man, John Coffee, who is on death row. And while looking after him he finds out that this man is innocent, he really shouldn’t have been condemned let alone facing the death penalty. But there is no way that the authorities are going to re-examine the case. Coffee is a dead man walking.
Now this news greatly affects Hanks and so at one time in the movie he says to Coffee “Do you want to go free? I can and will let you out if you want me to.” And the prisoner says back to him, “Why would you do that? You will be caught and put into prison for the rest of your life? Why would you risk your neck to save mine?”

Hank’s character says to Coffee “Have you ever felt the danger of the day of judgement? On the day of my judgement when I stand before God and I am asked why did you allow Coffee to die, why didn’t you protect one of my miracles. What am I going to say? I was just doing my job? No nothing like that is going to hold any sway with a just judge.”

Now that is a powerful question for us to ask ourselves. What are we going to say when we stand before a just judge? When we are asked how did we treat our partner, our kids, our friends, our enemies? How did we spend our money, how did we earn our living? Did we live like Jesus wanted us to live or the way we wanted to live? 

Come back to the passage and see the depth of the problem concerning the day of the Lord. The Philistines turned their back on the word of the Lord. They forget that God had spoken to them and directed them how to live their lives. They will need to stand before God and bring an account of why they did that. What about the Moabites and Ammonites they taunted the people of God, they insulted those made in the image of God. They had a go at the people of faith without stopping and walking a mile in their shoes. Well those words have not gone unnoticed with the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.

The Assyrians lived in a carefree city. They retreated to their homes for shelter. They said to themselves “I am & there is none besides me” as they hummed the chorus to Frank Sinatra’s ‘I did it my way.’ Now when they and when we live like that we will be judged justly.

But don’t think we who are God’s people are going to get it any easier. In chapter 3 we read that the leaders of God’s people are roaring lions and her rulers are evening wolves. They should be shepherds looking after the flock and yet they are destroying people rather than building them up. The prophets are arrogant. The priests are violent and the people do not obey the Lord. They do not trust the Lord. They do not draw near to their God!

Friends, that is the depth of the problem. That is the mess that we are all in. When the spotlight of God’s questioning comes to us, none of us are going to come out smelling of roses, because we have been involved in injustice. We have been proud and selfish. We have let fly with our words and forgotten about the consequences. But God does not forget. He has marked a day in his diary when the whole world will be judged, you and I included.

So what are we to do? How are we to respond? Well in our passage there are a couple of small verses of hope that encourage us to find...

3. The shelter from God’s anger. Let’s go back to the very beginning of our passage. Because the only place to go, to avoid God’s wrath is to go to God himself. That’s strange isn’t it? You would think you would head in the opposite direction, but if you do, he will out run you. You would think you might hide from him, but if you do he will find you. You might think about ignoring it and hope that it will all go away one day, if you do you will find that God won’t forget. So the only way out of the problem is to go to your just judge.
You know the Australian aborigines would smell the fact that a bush fire was coming near them and they knew they were in trouble but they couldn’t climb a tree and go higher than the fire. They couldn’t outrun it. So do you know what they did? They would start their own fire. They would do what we call today back burning. A new fire would burn out a section of ground and so then these Aborigines would gather in the burnt out region and wait for the real fire to come. And they would be safe because there was no way the real fire could continue to burn around them when there was no fuel left to burn. The place to avoid the fire was funnily enough in the fire.

Similarly the place to avoid the wrath of God is to come to the just judge. And so that is what Zephaniah calls the people to do, “Gather, he says, gather together before the appointed time arrives.” The picture here is the people of God gathering around the word of God. No longer are they just to do their own thing. For God wants them as a family not as individuals. Not just families but a nation. Not just any old nation but the people of God!

There is a sense of urgency about gathering. God has the word of hope available to us. God wants to warn us of the dangers and the consequences of doing nothing. You might be happy on your own but here we are encouraged to gather together so that there will be strength in numbers. 

The father once carried a pile of sticks tied together and gave them to his son and said can you break them for me? And the son took the bundle of sticks and tried everything but being together they were too strong. He gave them back to his father having been unable to break any of them. The father then untied them and on their own they were easy, very easy to break. On our own it easy for us to do the wrong thing, but there is strength in numbers. You help to keep me accountable. It is better if we gather together rather than stay apart.

So gather together, verse 1 and secondly, verse 3, seek the Lord. Seek righteousness. Seek humility. Perhaps, perhaps you will be sheltered on the day of the Lord’s anger. Notice this is not a cast iron guarantee. This is up to the grace of God. But if we got ourselves into trouble by ignoring the Lord, then the best thing to turn that all around is to seek the Lord. And if we filled our lives with greed and selfishness and sin, then the best way of putting that sort of life behind us is to instead take the way of righteousness. And if we once were a proud people, then surely it would be better for us and for everyone else if we were to become a humble people. 

For the Bible presents God, not just as a just judge, but also as someone who is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. It does tell us that God will always do what is fair but it also offers us a chance that if we swap our sins and give them to Jesus he will in return give us his righteousness. It tells us that the day of the Lord is a real one but the other side of the coin is that through God’s undeserved favour some will escape the fire of God’s wrath. And so we are to run to Him. Find shelter in him. Trust fully in Him. That is the way, the only way to escape the wrath of the Lord.

A few years ago, newspapers reported that a former rugby league star, a man called David Nelson was shot dead in a crowded pub in Leeds by a masked gunman. A second friend David Montgomery, a friend of Nelson’s was also killed in the very same attack as he tried to intervene and help his friend. 

Now what was extraordinary about this newspaper article was that three days before Nelson died, a masked gunman had tried to kill him in exactly the same way, at exactly the same pub. In fact one of the bullets that the gunmen had shot three days earlier had passed through Nelson’s hair and just grazed his head. But despite this earlier attack, Nelson didn’t report the incident, he didn’t change his behaviour, he didn’t even take him and his young daughter away from Leeds to be safe. 

Now the newspaper was shocked that he had done nothing after the first warning. But now he was dead, his friend Montgomery was dead and his 7 year old daughter was fatherless.

Well today God has sort of passed a bullet through our hair to warn us about the coming of the wrath of the Lord. He has shown us the depth of the problem, as we are all in deep, deep trouble due to our sin, our pride, our selfishness. But lovingly he has warned us. Loving he has given us a way out. He has called us to turn from our old ways and seek to live a life of righteousness. To turn from our pride and stoop down and pick up humility. And he shown us the only way out is to seek the Lord.

For the Lord, the Lord is slow in anger but abounding in steadfast love. He has sent his son Jesus and this son has already experienced the full wrath of God. So if we find our shelter in him, in Jesus, we are in the safest place in the whole world. So gather together, now, around God’s word. Seek the Lord and humble yourself. Perhaps you too, by God’s grace, will be sheltered on the day of the Lord’s anger.

