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            When justice is distorted, the line between right and wrong is blurred, and authorities are corrupted, it is easy to become discouraged. When religious leaders fall, discouragement can turn to cynicism. Zephaniah assures us that even if those who are supposed to be examples of good let us down and do the wrong thing, God is still trustworthy. He says: "His prophets are liars and arrogant, seeking their own gain. Her priests profane the temple by disobeying God's instructions. But the Lord is still in the city, and he does nothing wrong." (Zep 3:4-5).
   Zephaniah is very frank in describing a scene of misery and desolation, he uses poetry and emotionally charged language to illustrate both God's judgment and salvation, his correction and compassion. This timely word gives us commands to follow in dark times: we are to shine brightly to bring the light of the Lord into the darkness, to bring a word of hope to those who turn to the Lord for forgiveness and healing. We can be sure that God is at work so that everything will turn out for the best in the end. Thus Zephaniah ends on a note of triumph and hope, as God's compassionate and just character is revealed.
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our journey through the Old Testament, and we came to the short book of Zephaniah. We have said before, when we began to study the book of Nahum, that we were studying together three outstanding and peculiar books: Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah. We are sure that most would agree that the first two books, Nahum and Habakkuk, were books out of the ordinary. Well, Zephaniah is not far from that qualification. We should say that it is on a par with the others. First we will say something about:

The subject

We do not believe that this book of Zephaniah can ever take the place of such well-known Biblical passages as, for example, John 3:16, say, or of the gospel according to John in general, as the number one in popularity in the Bible, since the contents of this little book have never been very well known. We have our doubts that it has been read very much. And we are going to ask you a question, which we asked a long time ago when we started studying another book, and it is this: Have you heard any preaching based on this book of Zephaniah? We dare say that very few have heard a message based on this book. On one occasion, this question was asked to a large congregation of between 2,500 and 3,000 people, and in response to this question as to whether there was anyone there who had heard any message based on this book of Zephaniah, only two people raised their hands. Now, this is not due to the mediocrity or inferiority of this short work, but to the neglect shown towards him, for if his subject were known, we believe it would be much more appreciated, and it would be proved that this subject which this prophet treated was the same as that treated in the gospel according to St. John. Now, John was called the "Apostle of love", and as we study this short work, we will see that Zephaniah was a prophet of love. Let us read you a verse from this book because we all know very well what John 3:16 says, but how many of us really know what Zephaniah 3:17 says? Well, let's listen to what this prophet says in his chapter 3:17: "The Lord is in the midst of you: he is mighty, and will save you! he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will be silent with love, he will rejoice over you with singing". This is a beautiful expression, don't you think? We must also say that this little book is a little different from what is presented to us in the Gospel according to John. This verse that we have just read is like a small island that appears protected, in the midst of a storm-tossed sea. For most of what is said in this little book of Zephaniah seems harsh and cruel. It is as if a kind of fury is unleashed because there is so much judgment in such a short book. So how can love, then, be the theme of this book? To find evidence of love in this book would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. This may be a very peculiar way to begin the study of the book of Zephaniah, but it will help us to understand this short work. We will tell a sad story, which we could title:

The dark side of love

This is the story: It happened at night in a residential area of a large capital city. A little girl is resting restlessly on her bed, when suddenly a man with a stern face and a hard look silently entered the room. In a stealthy manner he approached the bed. And the moment the little girl saw him, her face expressed a grimace of terror and she began to scream. Her mother quickly entered the room and went to where the girl was, and then the girl frantically hugged her mother.

The man left the room, went to the telephone to call another person who was evidently an accomplice, and in a very low voice agreed with him. Then he returned to the room. He snatched the child from her mother's arms, quickly left and went to a waiting car, with the child still sobbing. He tried to calm the child so that she would not cry anymore. Like a madman he drove through the streets of the city until, finally, he arrived at a large building, sinister and gloomy looking. Everything was quiet. The building was partly dark, but at the top was a lighted room.

This man took the girl quickly to the building, went to the lighted room, and handed her over to the man with whom he had spoken on the telephone, who in turn placed her in the hands of a woman, and they both put her in a room, while the man who had brought her by car waited in the entrance hall of the building. Once inside the room, the man who had brought the girl there took a long, sharp knife, and with a quick movement plunged it into the girl's abdomen. She lay there as if dead.

The normal reaction of any listener would be to want the aggressor to be arrested as quickly as possible so that he would pay for his crime.

But, we have not been describing a depraved action of a debased mind. Nor have we related to you a sordid, sadistic crime of some person suffering from mental derangement. On the contrary, we have described to you a tender act of love. In fact, we can think of no more sincere demonstration of love than the one we have described. And it may surprise you to hear us say that.

But, let us give you a little more information, and then you will understand the true meaning of that action. The girl had awakened during the night with terrible abdominal pains. She had suffered such attacks before. Her parents had been watching her carefully. They were following the doctor's instructions. And, in fact, it was her father who entered the girl's room. She knew that there was a possibility that she would be taken to the hospital, and when her father entered the room of course she screamed in fear. Then, seeing the girl's suffering, the father went to the telephone and called the family doctor, and arranged to meet him at the hospital. He rushed to the hospital, handed the girl over to the family doctor, and the doctor took her to the operating room along with a nurse. And then, he performed an emergency operation. Throughout this story, every action of the father, his every move, was an act of tender love, of anxious care, of wise decision. We have described to you the dark side of love, but love nonetheless. The father loved that child. He loved her as much that dark night when he took her to the hospital and delivered her into the surgeon's hands for him to perform the operation, as when he visited her the following week and brought her flowers and treats. The demonstration of affection and deep affection was as great the moment he delivered her into the surgeon's hands as it was the following week when he took her home and delivered her into her mother's arms. Love places eternal security, and a permanent welfare for the object of love above any temporary comfort or pleasure present here on this earth. That is, love seeks the welfare and the best for the loved one. That is important. And it is this aspect, the dark side of love that this little book of Zephaniah speaks to us about.

Now, we are going through a period today when the love of God has been exaggerated out of all proportion to the other attributes of God. It has been presented in such a way that God's love seems to be a weakness rather than a strength. It has been presented on one side only, without even mentioning the other side of love. God's love there seems to be the love of a grandfather who adores and spoils his grandchildren, rather than the vital and steadfast concern and interest of a father for the best interests of his child.

Many repeat pious terms and clichés about the love of God, forgetting the other aspect, which we have called the "dark side of the love of God". A certain popular idea has diluted the love of God, presenting it as an unhealthy feeling rather than a stimulating one, prone to express itself in any direction as if it were a merely sentimental experience rather than a permanent concern for the object of love.

However, we want you to be aware that there is a dark side to God's love. He treats us according to our needs. The Great divine Physician will place His child on the operating table and take the surgeon's scalpel into
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