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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation proposes to examine the text of Zephaniah from a discourse-

analytical perspective, while taking into account other factors pertinent to contracting a 
discourse intended to be persuasive. 

The subject of discourse analysis is first examined and different approaches 
considered, with the conclusion that an eclectic approach is desirable. The nature of 
communication and the importance of context are discussed, following which some 
related fields are looked at, recognizing that discourse analysis overlaps with many other 
disciplines such as pragmatics and literary analysis. The importance of discourse analysis 
in Bible translation is briefly considered. 

In chapter two, the book of Zephaniah is introduced with a quotation which denies 
that the author is a great poet. We venture to disagree and take up the challenge to show 
that it is a well constructed and unified discourse. We acknowledge that there are many 
allusions to other parts of scripture but do not accept that this detracts from the literary 
worth of the book. The background to Zephaniah is briefly considered. 

In chapter three the subject of discourse structure is examined, looking at types of 
continuities and discontinuities. Thematic groupings are considered, and cohesion is 
explored. The device of embedded evaluations is also briefly introduced. 

Eight structural analyses of Zephaniah proposed by different scholars are then 
presented, following which our own outline is proposed and commented on in detail, 
taking into account the comments of other scholars. In each case several small units are 
grouped into larger units, giving a total of nine main units including the superscription. 

After this, participant reference is considered, focusing on the main participants, 
these being Yahweh, the prophet, Israel, the nations, and the remnant. Humanity is also 
considered as a participant, although it is considered likely that it actually plays the role 
of a prop as there is no action involved. It is proposed that participial forms in the 
discourse tend to be linked with negative evaluation, while active verb forms are linked 
with positive evaluation or with climactic points in the discourse. 

Embedded discourse is looked at briefly as there are three examples of this in the 
text. This is found to be linked with negative evaluation. 

Coherence and cohesion are examined, being important aspects of any given 
discourse. Although Zephaniah is a compilation of different oral oracles, we seek to show 
that it coheres as a single discourse. Oracular formulas are examined and the major theme 
of the day of YHWH is considered, looking at the different ways this is referred to in the 
discourse. A few instances of cohesive repetition in certain sections of the text are then 
presented. 

In chapter four the issue of intertextuality is examined as this is such a major issue 
in Zephaniah, which is largely composed of allusions to other parts of scripture. The 
description of uncreation in Zephaniah 1 is discussed, and the references to Deuteronomy 
in chapters one and three of the discourse are presented as being the backdrop to those 
chapters, contributing to their coherence for the audience. 
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Chapter 5 presents the conclusion which summarises the findings and maintains 
that although Zephaniah has borrowed from other texts or oral traditions, far from being a 
shameless plagiarist, he has deliberately used these familiar allusions to establish 
common ground with his audience and engage them at an emotional level, thereby being 
able to draw a response from them. 
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1. Introduction 
Much to the regret of some of my readers, I have avoided to remain in 

one domain, problem or paradigm, and always have changed fields in order to 
explore new ways and problems of doing discourse analysis. I may only hope 
that more people in discourse analysis would more often be ‘foolish’ enough to 
leave their current field in which they feel so well at home, and start to explore 
neighboring fields. It is precisely at the boundaries of fields and disciplines that 
new phenomena are observed and new theories developed. (Teun van Dijk)1 

Discourse analysis is a rapidly expanding field today, which finds an application 
in many diverse disciplines with multiple purposes. Models for understanding and 
methods for analyzing discourse were first developed within linguistics, anthropology 
and philosophy, but added to that are now communication, cognitive psychology, social 
psychology and artificial intelligence. Scholars in each of these fields have adapted the 
models and methods to suit their own ends.2 

Can any of these developments help Biblical scholars? Our aim is to perform a 
discourse analysis of the Old Testament discourse of Zephaniah. The text was chosen for 
several reasons. Firstly, it is only three chapters long and we can therefore look at the text 
as a whole rather than studying only part of it. We find it more satisfying to do a 
discourse analysis of a whole discourse, where progressive development can be observed, 
than just a section of a text. 

Secondly, it is a text of the prophetic genre, whereas most work in discourse has 
been done on narrative. Thirdly, Zephaniah is a book that is often overlooked and more 
work has been done on other minor prophets. 

Fourthly, it has been criticised as being simply a gathering of texts from other 
sources and of therefore not having an original or creative style. We will attempt to show 
that this is unjustified criticism and that, although there are indeed many allusions to 
other texts, this is for a valid reason. 

So, on the one hand we have the ancient text of the prophet Zephaniah, written in 
the context of the ancient near eastern world whose whole conceptual system is foreign to 
us and where people all around, Israelites included, were worshipping the heavenly 
bodies and idols galore, and on the other we have a vast library of books written mainly 
by westerners in the twentieth century onwards on the subject of discourse analysis from 
a bewildering number of angles. In between, there is also a wealth of material written on 
the book of Zephaniah from different perspectives. The task before us is to bring the 
relevant elements together so that one sheds light on the other without stumbling into 
confusion. 

Added to this are the disciplines which have a considerable overlap with discourse 
analysis such as pragmatics, literary analysis, and cognitive linguistics, amongst others, 
which all have a considerable bearing on the issues under consideration, such as the genre 

                                                 
1 van Dijk, From Text Grammar to Critical Discourse. 
2 Schiffrin et al. (eds.), The Handbook, 1. 
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of the discourse, what kind of literature was in circulation at the time, what pressure the 
writer may have been under to conform to a certain poetic form, and what mental pictures 
and emotions would have been evoked in the minds and hearts of his original hearers by 
the words and expressions he used. 

This paper will be written with Bible translation in mind. As the writer’s work is 
in the realm of the translation of the scriptures into different languages, the focus will be 
on what is the most useful analysis to that end. The fact that the whole undertaking is 
necessarily multilingual, unless one tries to communicate in Biblical Hebrew, makes this 
focus seem appropriate. 

It would not be possible or desirable to cover every aspect of discourse analysis, 
and we have chosen to focus on the structure of the book, which has a few problematic 
points, and its cohesion, looking at participant reference and some other key aspects, 
against a backdrop of Biblical intertextuality. Some scholars have assumed that the book 
is a collection of writings by different authors at different times. We assume the unity of 
the discourse and will attempt to justify this. 

1.1 What is Discourse Analysis? 
We will conduct a broad sweep of some of the literature available and consider 

how discourse analysis can help us analyse such an ancient text from a different culture 
and worldview from ours. In this chapter, we will touch on some of the literature 
available, and in the ensuing analysis, literature will also be cited on the more specific 
points under consideration. 

1.1.1 Definition of Discourse and Discourse Analysis 
Before we try to answer the question ‘what is Discourse Analysis’ we need to ask 

‘what is discourse?’. This is not as simple as it sounds, as ‘Discourse is widely 
recognized as one of the most vast, but also one of the least defined, areas in linguistics’.3 

Zellig Harris, the first linguist to refer to “discourse analysis” in 1951, considered 
discourse as the next level in a hierarchy of morphemes, clauses and sentences. He 
claimed that what makes discourse differ from a random sequence of sentences is the fact 
that it has structure.4 

A discourse must also make sense, as a well structured group of sentences which do 
not mean anything to the hearer will not necessarily constitute a discourse. A sequence of 
sentences needs to be a coherent whole. A text is said to be coherent if a hearer or reader 
is able to fit its elements into a single overall mental representation. Texts come with a 
presumption of coherence, which means that if something is presented as a text, the 
hearer or reader will assume that it will yield a coherent interpretation.5 

In linguistics there are two basic paradigms which have different assumptions 
about the nature of language and the goals of linguistics. The first approach is labelled 

                                                 
3 Schiffrin, Approaches, 5. 
4 Schiffrin et al., The Handbook, 24. 
5 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 22-24. 
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formalist or structuralist and the second is generally termed functionalist. These two 
paradigms represent different views about the goals of a linguistic theory, the methods for 
studying language and the nature of data. A third definition of discourse seeks to bridge 
the formalist-functionalist dichotomy.6 

Schiffrin identifies two ways of defining discourse: 

a) a particular unit of language (above the sentence) 

b) a particular focus (on language use). 

These definitions reflect the difference between formalist and functionalist 
paradigms respectively.7 

Structural analyses focus on the way different units function in relation to each 
other. Schiffrin explains that functionalism is based on two general assumptions: 

i) language has functions which are external to the linguistic system 

ii) external functions influence the internal organization of the linguistic 
system. 

Functional analyses can be conducted from two different directions which 
correspond roughly with the distinctions made by linguists and anthropologists between 
‘etic’ and ‘emic’ approaches. 

‘Etic’ analyses delimit the functions served by a system and match units to those 
functions. ‘Emic’ analyses begin with how particular units are used and draw conclusions 
about the broader functions of such units from that analysis.8 

Garber-Kompaoré calls the etic approach ‘function-to-form’ as the linguist assumes 
a set of functions in a language and seeks to find their manifestations in a specific 
utterance. The emic approach she terms ‘form-to-function’ as the linguist identifies first 
specific linguistic structures in an utterance and then seeks to understand their functions. 

We agree that both approaches are necessary, as it is helpful to draw hypotheses 
and test them on utterances, but we must not stop there, especially when working in a 
multilingual situation. We must acknowledge that each language has its own 
peculiarities, and that categories drawn up for one language will not necessarily fit 
another.9 We will use the functionalist approach, while not ignoring any helpful 
information that the structural approach might be able to offer. 

Brown & Yule provide a useful explanation from the functionalist perspective 
which can be regarded as providing us with a definition: 

‘The analysis of discourse [emphasis theirs] is, necessarily, the analysis 
of language in use. As such, it cannot be restricted to the description of linguistic 

                                                 
6 Schiffrin, Approaches, 20. 
7 Schiffrin, Approaches, 20-21. 
8 Schiffrin, Approaches, 32. 
9 Garber-Kompaoré, Discourse Analysis, 3-4. 
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forms independent of the purposes or functions which those forms are designed 
to serve in human affairs. … the discourse analyst is committed to an 
investigation of what …. language is used for’10 

So many different definitions of discourse have now been developed that many 
linguistic books contain a survey of definitions. They tend to fall into three main 
categories: 

1) anything beyond the sentence; 2) language use; 3) a broader range of social 
practice including nonlinguistic and nonspecific instances of language.11 

Each definition arises from a particular academic domain. These include the 
disciplines - such as linguistics, anthropology and philosophy - from which the models 
for understanding and methods for analyzing discourse first developed. Added to these 
are those disciplines which have applied these models and methods to issues within their 
domains, such as communication, cognitive psychology, social psychology and artificial 
intelligence, where the models and methods have developed further in each of these 
directions.12 

We will follow Johnstone’s approach, which is not to treat discourse analysis as a 
discipline, or as a subdiscipline of linguistics, but rather as a systematic way of 
suggesting answers to research questions across disciplines.13 An eclectic approach seems 
to us the most helpful one, as per van Dijk’s recommendation above, as it allows input 
from other areas of research. 

The heuristic which Johnstone proposes is to ask questions about how discourse 
shapes and is shaped by the following factors: the world, language, participants, other 
discourses, its medium, purpose. We propose to answer some of these questions as we 
look at Zephaniah.14 

1.1.2 The Nature of Communication 
Traditionally, in the Western view, language has been viewed through the 

metaphor of a conduit. Words are seen as packages through which information is 
conveyed to addressees, who then unpack them, removing the ideas from the packaging 
of words.15 

It is now recognized that language does much more than merely impart 
information. It has at least three different functions or imports: 

i) informative – to exchange knowledge 

                                                 
10 Brown & Yule, Discourse, 1. 
11 Schiffrin et al., The Handbook, 1. 
12 Schiffrin et al., The Handbook, 1. 
13 Johnstone, Discourse, xi. 
14 Johnstone, Discourse, 9. 
15 Johnstone, Discourse , 56. 
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ii) expressive – to relate to other people by sharing emotions, attitudes and 
evaluations 

iii) conative – to bring about changes in the course of events.16 

It has been said that a communication is rarely only for information. It almost 
always has some element of persuasion. Birch claims that all types of texts are 
‘distinctive imperative acts aimed at influencing the thoughts and actions of other people’ 
and that our lexical and grammatical choices are not ‘innocent choices’17. 

It has been traditionally thought that in communication, the speaker’s intentions 
are decoded by the hearer, but according to Sperber and Wilson ‘the speaker’s intentions 
are not decoded but non-demonstratively inferred, by a process of hypothesis formation 
and confirmation which, like scientific theorizing and unlike grammatical analysis, has 
free access to contextual information. The hearer’s aim is to arrive at the most plausible 
hypothesis about the speaker’s intentions; but the most plausible hypothesis, in pragmatic 
interpretation as in science, may still be wrong.’18 

In any communication the speaker does not make absolutely everything explicit, 
which would make communicating a very long and tedious business, but only provides as 
much information as he or she thinks is needed for the hearer to get the correct inference. 
For example, when referring to people mutually known, we do not usually use a person’s 
full name but just the first name, which can sometimes lead to confusion if the listener 
has in mind two people with the same name. 

1.1.3 The Importance of Context 
Consider the following exchange: 

Speaker A: Do you want any coffee? 

Speaker B: It’ll keep me awake. 

To know whether speaker B wants any coffee or not, we would need to know the 
context in which the utterance was spoken. If it is late and B wants to go to bed, then it 
would be understood as no. If, however, B needs to finish an essay that night and needs to 
stay up late to do so, then it would be understood as yes. 

The context in which a discourse occurs is therefore vital to understanding it. As 
H H Clark says: ‘The intrinsic context for a listener trying to understand what a speaker 
means on a particular occasion is the common ground that the listener believes holds at 
that moment between the speaker and the listener he or she is speaking to’ (italics ours).19 
The speaker thus has certain assumptions about the prior knowledge of the audience and 
aims to communicate his message presupposing that shared knowledge. 

                                                 
16 Callow & Callow, “ A Meaning-based Analysis”, 9. 
17 Garber-Kompaoré, Discourse Analysis, 6. 
18 Sperber & Wilson, “Pragmatics and Modularity,” 585. 
19 H H Clark, Arenas, 67. 
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When we consider any discourse we must therefore always take into account the 
context outside the text, which will have a major bearing on how the text is constructed. 
Not only does the context shape the discourse, but the discourse will in its turn shape the 
context, which could in turn shape a future discourse and so on.20 In any given discourse 
a ‘possible world’ is created.21 

For a given text and hearer, internal contextualisation takes place as the hearer 
attempts to construct a mental representation or internal contextualisation for the content 
of the text, which we will term text world. External contextualisation also takes place, 
which is the real-world context for the text including all relevant circumstances to the 
text’s purpose.22 

We agree with Garber-Kompaoré that ‘Discourse analysis is the branch of 
linguistics that insists on seeing the larger picture before drawing a conclusion on the 
meaning and functions of linguistic structures.’23 This implies that as we look at the text 
of Zephaniah, we cannot afford to ignore the other texts which Zephaniah has drawn on 
as part of a shared world view between him and his audience. He deliberately chose to 
allude to other parts of scripture which his audience would have been aware of, for the 
purpose of awakening their conscience, shocking them, trying to shake them into some 
kind of response. The language he used was not something brand new, but something 
which made use of their common experience and history in order to reach their hearts. 
For this reason we will look at intertextuality, which relates to the wider cultural context, 
and at some of the specific texts which Zephaniah drew on for the purpose of engaging 
his audience. 

1.1.4 Pragmatics 
The human communication system is very complex. It relies heavily on speech 

but there are also many other factors which play a part, such as the location and situation, 
how those communicating are related, what body language is used, and so on. The study 
of signs or signalling systems is known as semiotics, which comes from the Greek for 
‘sign’. This is divided into two main branches, according to Cotterell and Turner, these 
being semantics, the study of meaning, and pragmatics.24 Van Dijk includes the third 
element of syntax,25 being the study of the rules governing how linguistic signs are 
related to each other in the grammar of a given language. 

Pragmatics deals with the question of language use, and of meaning in context. 
According to Leech, ‘the difference between semantics and pragmatics is that semantics 
answers questions of the form “What does X mean?”, while pragmatics answers 

                                                 
20 Johnstone, Discourse, 9. 
21 van Dijk, Text and Context, 29. 
22 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 25. 
23 Garber-Kompaoré, Discourse Analysis, 4. 
24 Cotterell & Turner, Linguistics, 13. 
25 van Dijk, Text and Context, 189. 
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questions of the form “What did you mean by X?”26 Van Dijk defines it as having the 
task of studying ‘the relationship between signs and their users’.27 Pragmatics 
acknowledges that meaning may be expressed indirectly. 

Brown and Yule go as far as to say: ‘‘‘Doing discourse analysis’ … primarily 
consists of ‘doing pragmatics’”. In discourse analysis, as in pragmatics, we are concerned 
with what people are using language for, and we seek to account for the linguistic 
features which they are using in the discourse to achieve their purpose.28 

1.1.5 Spoken and Written Discourse 
Much of the work of discourse analysis applies to spoken language, trying to 

discover why people say the things the way they do, and other factors than the words 
themselves must be considered, such as intonation, pause, self-correction, and body 
language. 

In a written discourse we only have the final form of the written text to go on, and 
some of our analysis will necessarily be subject to conjecture regarding certain factors to 
do with the cultural environment and ways of thinking of the time in order to try to 
reconstruct the original context which will help our understanding of the text. 

In a prophetic text such as Zephaniah, the original messages would have been 
oral, and the oracles were written down at a later date to create a piece of prophetic 
literature. We will regard it as a written discourse with deliberate crafting. 

1.1.6 Literary Analysis 
Discourse analysis also overlaps to a significant extent with literary analysis. 

Literary analyses give their attention to such features as repeated words or patterns, 
structuring techniques, repetitions, symmetries, stylistic techniques, point of view and 
many other devices which are not traditionally handled in text-linguistic analyses.29 If we 
ignore such devices in our analysis, we could be missing out on key factors which may 
have influenced the author’s choice of language and structures. It may be that the author 
is constrained in his writings by certain expectations imposed by the genre or poetic form 
and the more we become aware of those, the more we can surmise why he may have 
chosen certain forms of expression. 

1.1.7 Discourse Analysis and Bible Translation 
As our interest in discourse analysis is from the perspective of Bible translation, 

we will look very briefly at how scholarship in this area has developed. 

Bodine charts the rise of discourse analysis from the field of general linguistics, 
showing how it took linguists away from the view that the default unit of analysis was the 

                                                 
26 Cotterell & Turner, Linguistics, 16. 
27 van Dijk, Text and Context, 189. 
28 Brown & Yule, Discourse, 26. 
29 Heimerdinger, Topic, Focus, 11. 
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sentence (de Saussure, Bloomfield, Chomsky) to the realisation that the analysis of the 
text as a unit was the way to open up new possibilities. 

Linguists working in Bible translation recognized the need to work in units 
beyond the sentence in the 1950s. In 1964 Kenneth Pike called for discourse analysis 
within the tagmemic model, based on the tagmeme, the smallest functional element in the 
grammar of a language. Longacre began his study of discourse on the Mexican language 
of Totonac in 1965 and has written extensively in the field. 

Although there is now a vast bibliography on discourse analysis, according to 
Bodine writing in 1995, the theoretical underpinnings are still in the process of being 
established.30 

Alongside this, developments have been made in recent years in the study of 
Biblical Hebrew from a discourse perspective. Not all scholars agree on how texts should 
be described, or even on what constitutes a discourse, but it is acknowledged that 
discourse linguistics may be able to open up new ways to solve problems concerning 
grammatical constructions in Biblical Hebrew.31 

2. Survey of literature on Zephaniah 

2.1 Introduction 
Zephaniah can hardly be considered great as a poet. He does not rank 

with Isaiah, nor even with Hosea in this particular. He has no great imaginative 
powers; no deep insight into the human heart is reflected in his utterances; nor 
any keen sensitiveness to the beauties of nature. His harp is not attuned to the 
finer harmonies of life like that of Jeremiah. He had an imperative message to 
deliver and proceeded in the most direct and forceful way to discharge his 
responsibility. What he lacked in grace and charm, he in some measure atoned 
for by the vigour and clarity of his speech. He realized the approaching terror so 
keenly that he was able to present it vividly and convincingly to his hearers. No 
prophet has made the picture of the day of Yahweh more real.32 

 

Paul House begins his book with this quotation from John M P Smith, which he 
then takes issue with. He considers the initial criticism unfair and that commentators have 
not appreciated the richness and structure of Zephaniah because they have treated it as 
separate pericopae rather than as a single discourse.33 

We agree that to appreciate the book it must be treated as one text, and we will 
attempt to show that it is reasonable to take the book as a single discourse with a single 

                                                 
30 Bodine, Discourse Analysis, 1-4. 
31 van der Merwe, “Discourse Linguistics” 13. 
32 Smith, Ward & Bewer, Micah, Zephaniah, 176. 
33 House, Zephaniah, 9-10. 
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purpose. We also need to bear in mind, of course, that the text is part of the canon of 
Scripture and that it must be considered in that context. 

According to Berlin, ‘The Book of Zephaniah is a study in intertextuality. A 
highly literate work, it shares ideas and phraseology with other parts of the Hebrew Bible 
to such an extent that at times it may appear as nothing more than a pastiche of borrowed 
verses and allusions.’ (In certain cases others may have borrowed from Zephaniah rather 
than vice versa.) 34 

We will attempt to show that Zephaniah borrowed from other sources for 
legitimate reasons, not because he did not know how to produce an original piece of 
effective communication, and that precisely by borrowing, he succeeded in producing a 
masterful piece of communication. 

2.2 Date and author 
The superscription tells us that Zephaniah prophesied during the reign of King 

Josiah, which was between 640-609 BCE. According to the Translator’s Handbook, 
‘Zephaniah is probably the earliest of the prophets who brought the message of the Lord 
to the people of Judah in the seventh century B.C, shortly before the great reform carried 
out by King Josiah in 621.’35 

Some scholars believe the book was written later, maybe at different times, but 
we will not venture into the realms of historical criticism and will assume that the earlier 
dating is correct along with ‘the great majority of scholars’.36 If we accept the dating 
proposed, Zephaniah would have been a contemporary of Nahum, Habakkuk and 
Jeremiah.37 

Wilfred Watson proposes a chronological table for the books of the OT ‘as a 
working hypothesis and for the sake of convenience’. He dates Zephaniah at 650 BCE, 
after Job, Song of Solomon, Amos, part of Isaiah and Hosea, and before Jeremiah, 
Nahum, parts of Habakkuk, Ezra, Isaiah II, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Obadiah, Joel, 
Qohelet and Daniel.38 

Several commentators point out the fact that the prophet’s genealogy is unusual in 
that it goes back four generations. Medieval Jewish commentaries and some modern 
scholars have suggested that the genealogy was so long because it needed to go back to 
some well-known ancestor, which some identified as the king; and even those who 
question that the Hezekiah mentioned refers to the king accept that the list must contain 
the names of important people to lend prestige to the prophet.39 

                                                 
34 Berlin, Zephaniah, 13. 
35 Clark & Hatton, A Handbook, 141. 
36 Smith, Ward & Bewer, A Critical, 167. 
37 Baker, Nahum, 81. 
38 Watson, Classical, 40. 
39 Berlin, Zephaniah, 65. 
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2.3 The Text of Zephaniah 
The text has only minor text-critical problems. There is an explanatory gloss added 

in 1:3, there may have been a transposition of verses at 2:4-5 and there are two late 
universalizing glosses at 2:11 and 3:10. Apart from these, the rest of the material appears to 
be original.40 For the purposes of this analysis, the text will be regarded as a whole as 
constructed by its editor. Ball believes the text needs to be taken as it is, for to change 
anything would be to compromise the rhetorical shape of the book. He says, ‘The deletion 
or rearrangement of any part destroys the existing patterns.’41 

3. Discourse Structure of Zephaniah 

3.1  Structure: Types of continuities and discontinuities 

3.1.1 Introduction 
The producer of a discourse normally has underlying goals which are context-

specific. The combination of such purposes are called the speaker’s Communicative 
Intent. As indicated earlier, the communicative intent of prophecy is to call the 
addressees to change their behaviour, and specifically to bring them back into a right 
relationship with Yahweh. To achieve this purpose, a combination of strategies is used. 

In most texts there are surface signs of underlying structure. In oral narratives 
there are often places when the speaker pauses for longer than usual and where an 
interlocutor is likely to make some noise or comment of encouragement. If the content is 
examined at such a point, often a change of scene, time, character, configuration, or such 
like is discovered.42 In written texts, there are other indications of boundaries such as 
paragraph indentation, chapters and other features. 

3.1.2 Topic, Theme and thematic groupings 
In the literature the terms ‘theme’ and ‘topic’ are both used, and there is often 

confusion over the terminology. We will use ‘theme’ to talk of the ‘aboutness’ of a text. 
The term ‘topic’ will be used at a more local, propositional level.43 

Often in spoken discourses the speaker will adjust and self-correct to provide the 
correct thematic structure for what he or she wants to talk about. These clues are not 
usually present in written texts, where only the final form is seen. Brown & Yule cite the 
following example from Halliday: 

(conversation between young woman and her aunt) 

‘cause there was a man in – my father’s in the Scouts . . . he’s a county 
commissioner now . . . and eh one of his oldest scoutmasters . . .44 

                                                 
40 Roberts, Nahum, 163. 
41 Ball, “The Rhetorical Shape” 165. 
42 Chafe, “Cognitive constraints”, 42. 
43 Garber-Kompaoré, Discourse, 42. 
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This shows how the speaker has stopped to rework the them atic organisation as 
she realises in m id speech th at her aunt m ay not already  have the neces sary information 
to make sense of the utterance. 

Thematic groupings tend to be nested within each other in a hierarchical structure. 
This seems to be because we as humans process information in chunks, which helps us 
deal with complexity.45 

Dooley & Levinsohn propose the following linguistic signals of thematic 
boundaries for written texts: 

Initial in a grouping: 

• A ‘preposed’ expression of time, place or topic 

• Particles such as ‘well’ or ‘now’ or the absence of the normal particle 

• Sentence connectors or the absence of the normal connector 

• Participants referred to by full noun phrases rather than pronouns 

Initial or final in a grouping: 

• Changes in the tense/aspects of verbs 

• Summary or evaluation46 

They then propose practical steps for segmenting texts into thematic groups. The 
first step involves using ‘linguistic instincts from whatever source’. As it involves 
intuition, the possibility that everyone will always ‘chunk’ texts in the same way is 
maybe unlikely, as each will come with a different mental representation and background 
which will influence their perception of where the text should be divided. 

The second step involves looking for linguistic signals.47 Where these coincide 
with the intuitive grouping, there will be an obvious break. It is where these do not 
coincide that there will be differences of opinion. 

3.1.3 Thematic Continuity and Discontinuity 
Givón speaks of thematic continuity as holding within a text or part of a text, and 

thematic discontinuity for significant changes. In narrative, he identifies four commonly 
recognized thematic dimensions: time, place, action, participants: 

Dimension Continuity     Discontinu ity 

Time  events separated by only large forward gaps or 
    small forward gaps  events out of order 

                                                                                                                                                 
44 Brown & Yule, Discourse, 129-131. 
45 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 35-36. 
46 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 40. 
47 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 37 and note. 
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Place  same place or continuous discrete changes of place 
    change for motion 

Action  all material of same type change from one type of material 
    (event, nonevent, etc.)  to another 

Participants same cast and general roles discrete changes of cast or 
         rela tive roles 

There is a new thematic grouping when there is a significant discontinuity in at 
least one of these four dimensions, and usually more than one. A single discontinuity 
does not necessarily imply a new thematic grouping. A thematic grouping would 
normally consist of more than one sentence.48 We will need to adapt some of these 
factors for non narrative. 

3.1.4 Cohesive Ties and Thematic Groupings 
Cohesive ties provide linguistic evidence for thematic groupings by providing 

connections through the lexis and syntactic structures of the language. Cohesion refers to 
the linguistic means by which sentences are woven together to make texts. Cohesion 
occurs when the interpretation of an element in the discourse is dependent on that of 
another. The one presupposes the other as it cannot be effectively decoded without it.49 

3.1.5 Embedded Evaluations 
One feature which often occurs in narrative and other types of discourse is 

evaluation, where the speaker inserts his or her own evaluation of an event. These 
evaluations are often embedded into the discourse in a subtle way, maybe being put into 
the mouth of one of the participants, or given by the narrator. 

3.2 Discourse Structure of Zephaniah: a survey of some analyses 

3.2.1 Introduction 
Berlin notes that there has been an astounding divergence of opinions as to how 

to subdivide this short book. The text has 53 verses and no editorial insertion as to how 
these should be divided. In the Middle Ages it was divided into three chapters. The 
different codices divide it in different ways: 

Aleppo  Leningrad  Cairo  Petersburg  

1:1-11  1:1-9   1:1-7  1:1-7 

1:12-18  1:10-18  1:8-9  1:8-9 

      1:10-11 1:10-11 

      1:12-18 1:12-18 

2:1-4  2:1-4   2:1-4  2:1-4 

                                                 
48 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 37. 
49 Halliday & Hasan, Cohesion, 4. 
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2:5-15  2:5-15  2:5-15 2:5-15 

3:1-13  3:1-13  3:1-13 3:1-7 

3:14-15  3:14-20  3:14-20 3:8-15 

3:16-20       3:16-20 

Not surprisingly, then, English translations divide it in different ways and 
commentators differ in their opinions.50 

Most modern studies, according to Berlin, do agree in seeing the book as having a 
tripartite structure of judgement against Judah, judgement against foreign nations and a 
message of hope.51 

3.2.2 David Baker’s Analysis 
Baker offers the following analysis with three main divisions including the 

heading, the third being by far the longest, composed of five subdivisions, most of which 
are again subdivided:52 

I HEADING (1:1) 

II JUDGEMENT (1:2-6) 

A. Mankind (1:2-3) 

B. Judah and Jerusalem (1:4-6) 

III THE DAY OF YAHWEH (1:7-3:20) 

A. Announcement (1:7) 

B. The nature of the day – judgement (1:8-18) 

i. Judgement of God’s people (1:8-13) 

ii. Judgement of the world (1:14-18) 

C. The required response (2:1-3) 

D. Specific scenarios of judgement (2:4-3:8) 

i. Philistia (2:4-7) 

ii. Moab and Ammon (2:8-11) 

iii. Cush (2:12) 

iv. Assyria (2:13-15) 

v. Jerusalem (3:1-7) 

a. Sins compounded (3:1-5) 

                                                 
50 Berlin, Zephaniah, 17-18. 
51 Berlin, Zephaniah, 9. 
52 Baker, Nahum, 89. 
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b. Demonstration ignored (3:6-7) 

vi. The world (3:8) 

E. The nature of the day – hope (3:9-20) 

i. Nations converted (3:9-10) 

ii. The remnant converted (3:11-13) 

iii. A psalm of joy (3:14-17) 

iv. God’s promise (3:18-20) 

Baker sees the logical unity of the book as judgement (1:2-6) leading the prophet 
to think of the ultimate judgement, the Day of Yahweh (1:7-3:20), which is portrayed 
with two specific aspects. The day involves judgement for those not abiding by God’s 
covenant (1:8-3:8), but it also involves hope through God’s grace (3:9-20). 

He cites different genres used in the book as judgement oracles (1:2-3, 4-6, 8-9 
etc.), calls for response (1:7, 2:1-3, 3:8), which include a call to praise and a psalm of 
praise (3:14-17), and salvation oracles (3:9-13, 18-20). 53 

3.2.3 J J M Roberts’ Analysis 
Roberts gives a more evenly divided outline, splitting the text into four major 

sections, with the ‘day of Yahweh’ as constituting a minor section rather than a major 
one:54 

I. Superscription (1:1) 

II. Judgement against Judah and Jerusalem (1:2-2:3) 

A. Threat of destruction on Judean syncretists (1:2-6) 

B. Yahweh’s sacrifice is prepared (1:7-13) 

C. The day of Yahweh is near (1:14-18) 

D. Seek Yahweh while there is still a chance (2:1-3) 

III. Oracles against the foreign nations (2:4-15) 

A. Against Philistia (2:4-7) 

B. Against Moab and Ammon (2:8-10) 

C. Against Ethiopia (2:12) 

D. Against Assyria (2:13-15) 

IV. Judgement and deliverance of Jerusalem (3:1-20) 

A. Hôy-oracle against Jerusalem (3:1-13) 

1. Judgement on the city (3:1-8) 
                                                 
53 Baker, Nahum, 87. 
54 Roberts, Nahum, 162-3 (he does not mention 2:11 in the outline). 
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2. Its transformation (3:9-13) 

B. A call for Jerusalem to rejoice in its salvation (3:14-20) 

3.2.4 R L Smith’s Analysis 
Smith proposes a simpler outline, as follows:55 

Superscription 1:1 

1. An announcement of universal judgement 1:2-6 

2. An announcement of the day of Yahweh 1:7-2:3 

3. Oracles against the nations 2:4-15 

a. Oracle against Philistia 2:4-7 

b. Oracle against Moab and Ammon 2:8-11 

c. Oracle against Ethiopia 2:12 

d. Oracle against Assyria 2:13-15 

4. Judgement on Jerusalem 3:1-5 

5. Judgement on the nations 3:6-8 

6. A great change coming 3:9-13 

7. A new song 3:14-20 

3.2.5 Berlin’s Analysis 
Berlin, who decides to take the Masoretic text as her basis for her analysis, 

proposes a slightly different outline as follows: 

I. Superscription (1:1) 

II. The announcement of doom (1:2-9) 

III. A description of doom (1:10-18) 

IV. The last chance to repent (2:1-4) 

V. Prophecy against the nations (2:5-15) 

VI. Prophecy against the overbearing city (3:1-3) 

VII. Joy to Jerusalem (3:14-20) 

3.2.6 Ivan J Ball, Jr’s Analysis 
Ball has analyzed the Hebrew text of the book of Zephaniah in rhetorical terms. 

One distinctive feature of his work is that he sees 2:1-7 as a miniature picture of the 
whole book and his analysis is based around this supposition as follows: 

(A) 1:2-18 Warning of the coming day of the Lord 

                                                 
55 Smith, R. Micah-Malachi, 124. 
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2:1-7: 
2:1-3 warning of the coming of the day of the Lord 
2:4 destruction of the enemy 
2:5-7 woe and salvation 

(B) 2:8-15 Destruction of the enemy 
(C) 3:1-20 Woe and Salvation56 

3.2.7 Clark’s Analysis 
Clark sees the most striking formal feature of Zephaniah as being the frequent 

alternation of first- and third-person statements, suggesting the likelihood of a dialogue or 
antiphonal text, presumably between Yahweh and the prophet. An utterance-response 
pair, or groups of pairs, could then be seen as forming the basic units, although there are 
interruptions, such as 1:11. 

He proposes the outline: 

Superscription 1:1 
    YHWH  Zephaniah 
Dialogue 1   1:2-6   1:7 
    1:8-10  1:11 
    1:12-13  1:14-16 
    1:17   1:18 
 
Dialogue 2      2:1-4 
    2:5   2:6-7 
    2:8-10  2:11 
    2:12   2:13-15 
 
Dialogue 3      3:1-5 
    3:6-7b  3:7c 
    3:8-13  3:14-17 
    3:18-20 57 

3.2.8 Wendland’s Analysis 
Wendland, in the same article, proposes the following structure from the 

perspective of literary-structural analysis, which he sees as broadly chiastic: 

1:1 Prophetic aperture 

I. 1:2-6 Jerusalem/Judah destroyed along with all nations for their sin 

II. 1:7-18 day of the LORD – punishment of J/J and the whole world 

III. 2:1-3 seek the “righteousness” of YHWH within a doomed nation 

IV. 2:4-15 judgement of nations to the W+E+S+N 

                                                 
56 Clark & Hatton, A Handbook, 142. 
57 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah”,  4-5. 
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V. 3:1-7 the LORD alone is “righteous” within a corrupt society 

VI. 3:8-13 day of the LORD – purification of the nations along with J/J 

- Psalmic interlude 

VII. 3:18-20 Jerusalem/Judah blessed and gathered from among all nations 

3.3 A proposed outline 
We propose the following outline: 

1) 1:1 Superscription 

2) 1:2-6, Subunits 1:2-3, 1:4-6 

3) 1:7-18, Subunits 1:7, 1:8-9, 1:10-11, 1:12-13, 1:14-18 

4) 2:1-4, Subunits 2:1-2, 2:3, 2:4 

5) 2:5-15, Subunits 2:5-7, 2:8-9, 10-11, 2:12, 2:13-15 

6) 3:1-7, Subunits 3:1-4, 5-7, 

7) 3:8-13, Subunits 3:8, 3:9-10, 3:11-13 

8) 3:14-17, Subunits 3:14-15, 3:16-17 

9) 3:18-20, Subunits 3:18, 3:19, 3:20 

1) Zephaniah 1:1 Superscription 
It is clear that the first verse stands as a superscription, without which the 

prophecy would be robbed of its authenticity. For any prophet to prophesy a message 
from Yahweh he must first of all validate his ministry. Perhaps this is why the prophet’s 
genealogy is, unusually, traced back four generations, until a person of high standing is 
referred to, as mentioned above. 

We are dealing with a text of the prophetic genre. Prophecy would come under 
the conative category of the three imports, as the ultimate purpose of a prophecy is to 
change people’s behaviour, not just to impart information or even share attitudes or give 
evaluations. The message-bearer has to validate his ministry with an accepted and 
authoritative phrase such as ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה ‘the word of Yahweh’ followed by his 
credentials. The use of this formula signals the genre of the message. 

The formula ׀ ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה ֲאֶׁש֣ר ָהָי֗ה  ‘the word of Yahweh which came’, followed 
by the name of the prophet, occurs also at the beginning of Hosea and Micah, but in none 
of the other prophets in that exact form. As this formula occurs at the beginning of the 
book in each of the three cases, it must be a high-ranking discourse marker indicating the 
beginning of a prophetic text. Quotative formulae are prominent markers of discourse 
units.58 

The second part of the first verse gives the approximate date range of the 
prophecy as a general temporal introduction to the context of the prophetic message. 

                                                 
58 Clark, D., “Discourse Structure,” 13. 
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Many prophecies in other books have very specific dates to the day. Here, the temporal 
reference is more general but still sets the scene for the following oracle. Clark found in 
Zechariah 7-8 that a date was the highest level of discourse unit.59 

2) Unit 1:2-6 Warning of Yahweh’s Judgement 
Clark observes that this section is constructed in a concentric “ring structure” 

consisting of 7 substrophic elements: A – A' – A'' // C // B – B' – B'' with the core being 
Judah’s judgement along with the nations.60 

2a) Subunit 1:2-3 Judgement against the Earth 

The analysis of verse 1:2 will depend on how we view the phrase ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה׃ 
‘oracle of the LORD’. This prophetic formula is very common, especially in Jeremiah. 
The phrase marks a text as coming from Yahweh but its precise discourse function has 
not been clear. Scholars have proposed no fewer than eight categories, which have been 
summarised by Parunak as follows: 

1) as paragraph conclusion, 

2) inserted between parallel cola, 

3) bound to introductory formulas, 

4) between accusations and consequences, 

5) with rhetorical questions, 

6) redactorial residue, 

7) with indicative meaning versus imperative, 

8) paragraph-initial.61 

In view of the large residue left by the existing categories, which seem to have 
nothing in common, Parunak suggests the following alternative, in the context of 
Jeremiah, where the formula occurs 175 times. Often, when the phrase ends a paragraph, 
it closes a single clause or a verse that summarizes or draws a conclusion from the 
previous clauses. If the phrase marks the summary, which may occur at the beginning or 
end of a unit, rather than the whole paragraph, the analysis is consistent. 

This would fit in with the function of the phrase in Zephaniah 1:2, as it seems to 
be concluding the summary statement of what is to follow. In that case, 1:2 would be 
functioning as a heading summarising the content of the next verse, which is a 
restatement with more detail. At the end of 1:3 the phrase ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה׃ is again used to 
conclude the subunit, as per Parunak’s proposal, without closing a major section. 

Clark notes the strong internal lexical and phonological cohesion in this subunit, 
as the creation account is vividly evoked by the language used and its undoing is 

                                                 
59 Clark, D., “Discourse Structure,”13. 
60 Wendland & Clark, "Zephaniah,” 18. 
61 Parunak, “Some Discourse Functions” 508-509. 
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threatened. For example ף  .I will bring to an end’ occurs three times in verses 2-3‘ ָאֵס֨
The language used here presupposes a prior knowledge of parts of Genesis and will be 
further discussed in the section on intertextuality. 

2b) Subunit 1:4-6 Judgement against Judah 
This subunit has a specific relation to the generic one preceding it, homing in 

from the whole earth to Judah, and Jerusalem, using very similar language to the previous 
verses. There is strong internal coherence. In verse 4 ‘this place’ refers to the specific 
places (Judah and Jerusalem) just mentioned. The list of those who will be ‘cut off’ 
stretches all the way to the end of verse 6, which is indicated grammatically by the 
repeated ֶאת (direct object marker), providing grammatical cohesion. The list of all who 
will be judged also provides lexical cohesion as they are all in the same semantic domain 
of those who displease YHWH. 

3) Unit 1:7-18 The Day of Yahweh 
This section is divided into several short subunits. Thematic cohesion is evident 

linking the subunits by the repeated temporal phrase ‘on that day’ or ‘at that time’ 
referring anaphorically to the ‘day of YHWH’ in 1:7. 

3a) Subunit 1:7 The Sacrifice Yahweh Has Prepared 
There is a break between 1:6 and 1:7 signalled by several factors. 1:7 begins 

abruptly with a ס  hush!’ indicating direct speech for the first time, after which the‘ ַה֕
major theme of the day of Yahweh is introduced. 

In his study on Zechariah 9-14 Clark notes that an imperative, usually 
accompanied by a vocative, is a common marker at the opening of a new unit.62 

Nel considers that ס  is a cultic call for silence (as also in Habakkuk 2:20 and ַה֕
Zechariah 2:17).63 The word occurs seven times in the Old Testament, six of which are in 
the minor prophets. According to TWOT it is “An interjection with imperative force 
meaning be silent," "hush."”.64 It is interesting to note that in Judges 3:19 it occurs at the 
centre of a concentric pattern within verses 3:12-30 as detailed in Heimerdinger.65 The 
word is put in the mouth of the king as he commands his servants to leave, unaware that 
he is just about to be murdered. In this instance it would seem to be a climactic device. 

Each time it is used, it is in direct speech after a speech margin such as within a 
narrative or a prophetic utterance. It is not clear from all the occurrences whether it 
normally marks some kind of a break. In Amos 8:3, it does seem to mark the beginning 
of a section, occurring along with את ֹ֕  hear this’ (v.4) at the start of a prophecy in‘ ִׁשְמעּו־ז
the second person. Here in Zephaniah 1:7 it clearly signals a discontinuity as it coincides 
with a change of verb from third-person plural, speaking of the people of Judah, to third-

                                                 
62 Clark, D., “Discourse Structure”, 13. 
63 Nel, “Structural and Conceptual,” 159. 
64 TWOT, 511 (CD). 
65 Heimerdinger, Topic, Focus, 68. 
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person singular, speaking of Yahweh. This constitutes a change of topic, another 
indicator of a new unit. Also, the introduction of the new term ְיהִו֑ה ֲאֹדָנ֣י  ‘The Lord 
YHWH’ indicates a new segment. 

3b) Subunit 1:8-9 The Day of Punishment 
A new section starts in 1:8 signalled by the initial temporal formula introducing 

the key theme of the day of the LORD: ה ֶזַ֣בח ְּביוֹם֙ ְוָהָי֗ה ְיהָו֔  ‘and it will happen on the 
day of the sacrifice of Yahweh’. According to Clark, ‘it will happen on the day’ is 
familiar as a unit opening marker. Verse 9 also contains the temporal phrase ‘on that day’ 
but it does not occur initially and therefore does not signal a new unit. ‘That’ refers back 
to the day in verse 8, giving cohesion within the unit. The first-person verb י  and‘ ּוָפַקְדִּת֗
I will visit judgement’ occurs both in 1:8 and 1:9, again providing local cohesion. 

The verse-initial phrase ַ֩בּ֨יוֹם ְוָהָיה  ‘it will happen on the day’ or similar, which 
occurs in various forms in 1:8, 10, 12, and 13 gives a total of four (sub-)units.66 

3c) Subunit 1:10-11 The Day of Wailing 

The initial temporal formula in 8:10 ַ֩ה֜הּוא ַבּ֨יוֹם ְוָהָיה  immediately followed by 
the formula ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה ‘oracle of the LORD’ signals a new subunit. The fact that 1:8-9 is 
characterised by first-person verbs describing the actions of Yahweh, whereas in 1:10 
there is description of how things will be ‘on that day’ using a series of participial nouns 
also signals a discontinuity. 

At 1:11 we find another imperative, which normally signals a new unit. However, 
we consider, along with Wendland, that the cohesive tie of the word ‘wail’ overrides this, 
along with the common reference to a specific class of people who would be punished by 
Yahweh, namely the wealthy merchants who traded at the Fish Gate (1:10) and the 
market district (1:11) and are otherwise known as Canaanites (1:11). We therefore 
consider that these two verses are strongly connected as a unit.67 Verse 10 is a setting 
describing the situation as it would be ‘on that day’ in impersonal third-person terms, and 
then as a rhetorical device to make the scene more vivid in the imaginations of the 
hearers, the prophet uses the imperative in 1:11 followed by a graphic description to 
imprint his message on the hearers’ minds. 

3d) Subunit 1:12-13 The Punishment of Jerusalem 

At verse 12 we once again find a time reference ֙יא ָּבֵע֣ת ְוָהָיה ַהִה֔  ‘and it will be 
at that time’ which indicates another break. Verse 13 continues with a description of the 
situation once Yahweh has visited his judgement as announced in verse 12. As indicated 
above, Clark considers that the initial phrase ְוָהָי֤ה ‘and it will be’ in verse 13 also signals 
a new subunit. This is a possibility, but we consider that local cohesion is provided by the 
third-person deictic references ‘they’ and ‘their’ which refer anaphorically to the people 

                                                 
66 Wendland & Clark, ”Zephaniah,” 6. 
67 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 21. 
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of Jerusalem spoken of in the third person in verse 12 and therefore take the two verses as 
constituting a subunit. 

3e) Subunit 1:14-18 The Great Day of Yahweh 
Verse 14 starts with a different version of the temporal phrase referring to the day 

of Yahweh ָק֤רוֹב יוֹם־ְיהָוה ַהָּג֔דוֹל, ‘Near (is) the great day of YHWH’, renewing the 
theme in the next subunit of this segment. The fronting of ָק֤רוֹב ‘near’ strengthens the 
discontinuity from the previous subunit. No geographical locations are specified but a 
picture of disaster is painted more generally and at the end the scope extends to ‘all the 
inhabitants of the earth’. There is strong cohesion within the subunit, provided largely by 
the rhythmic repetition at the beginning of successive substrophes of ֹםיו  ‘a day of’. It 
starts in 1:14 with ‘the sound of the day’ and then continues in verse 15 with ה ֥יוֹם  ֶעְבָר֖

ַה֑הּוא ַהּ֣יוֹם  ‘a day of fury (will be) that day’, where ‘that day’ is an anaphoric reference 
to the day in verse 14, and the word יוֹם continues to be repeated at frequent intervals, to 
create a poetic effect. It occurs a further four times in verse 15 and then occurs once in 
verse 16. The language used to paint a picture of ‘the day’ is very vivid and there is 
considerable phonological cohesion provided by the choice of lexical items, for example, 
ח  ֹׁשָאה֙ trouble’ in verse 15; also in verse 15‘ ָצָר֣ה is crying out’ in verse 14 and‘ ֹצֵר֖

ה ֶׁשְך ֥יוֹם ּוְמׁשוָֹא֔ ֹח֨  ‘devastation and desolation, a day of darkness’ may well have been 
chosen due to the repeated ‘sh’ sound, to heighten the rhetorical effect. 

4) Unit 2:1-4 A Call to Repentance 
Berlin includes v. 4 with this section, although most scholars segment 1-3 and 4-

15 as they prefer to keep all the references to Philistia in one section. But Berlin sees this 
as causing problems, as does Roberts, who is uncomfortable with the place of v.4 in the 
text. As it has an initial kî, which can be interpreted causally, some have tried to link it 
with the previous unit but Roberts feels the verse does not fit in that context. He tries to 
get round the problem by changing the order and putting it between verses 5 and 6, so the 
hôy can stand at the beginning of the section and the verse seems to fit in the sequence of 
naming of geographical locations. However, as we have stated that we accept the text as 
it stands, we will leave the text unchanged. 

Berlin sees no reason why the mentions of the Philistines should belong to one 
pericope, as having one mention at the end of one section and at the beginning of another 
forms a “nice seam” and allows hôy to stand at the beginning of the oracle, where it is 
most likely to occur. 

She also notes that the scribal division in the MT includes 2:4 with 2:1-3. She 
views the image of Philistia in 2:4 as different from that portrayed in 2:5-7. She sees the 
later passages as forming part of a larger unit evoking a more ancient view of the nations 
of the world, whereas the image in v.4 is from a different sphere of life.68 She simply 
translates the kî as ‘for’, giving it an explicit connective meaning that links the sentence 
to verse 3. 

                                                 
68 Berlin, Zephaniah, 101. 
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In a brief survey we conducted of the occurrences of kî in the Old Testament, to 
see how the major English translations segment the text, there are very few which 
indicate a section break before kî. This verse is an exception, as all the major translations, 
except for NEB and NRSV, put a break between verses 3 and 4. 

Clark challenges those who want to link 2:4 with 2:5 rather than 2:3 to account 
for the initial kî in verse 4. Although the usual explanation is that it is “asseverative” he 
sees no clear linguistic criteria for this and cites Brown, Driver and Briggs’ concern that 
this label is overused. He points out that several other utterances in Zephaniah end with a 
clause or clauses introduced by kî, such as 1:7, 11, 18, 2:7, and in 2:10, 3:13, 20.69 More 
study would be required on the functions of kî to confirm whether this is justified, but 
Clark seems to have a valid point in implying that kî has a discourse function which is not 
yet clear to us. (It is worth mentioning in passing that Follingstad argues that kî in many 
cases has a metarepresentational function, switching the point of view from one 
participant to another.70) In some of the verses mentioned above, kî could possibly have a 
summing up function at the end of a section. 

Wendland in the same article puts the break between 2:3 and 2:4, although he 
regards kî as a consequential explanatory ‘to be sure’, which clearly links it with the 
preceding unit.71 He proposes an attractive solution by viewing verse 4 as Janus-like, 
facing both backwards and forwards. He sees the special poetic nature of this verse as 
signalling a special rhetorical function in the discourse as a structural and thematic 
bridge. The unit is linked semantically to what follows it, but there is a formal barrier, 
hôy ‘woe’ in verse 5, which is a marker of discourse aperture.72 

4a) Subunit 2:1-2 The People Warned 

The initial imperative ְתקוְֹׁשׁ֖שּו  .gather yourselves together’ indicates a new unit‘ ִהֽ
There is clear structural cohesion across the two verses provided by the threefold ֶרםְּבֶט  
‘before’. Lexical cohesion is provided by the repetition of ַאף־ְיהוה ‘anger of YHWH’ in 
verse 2 and there is also thematic cohesion as the ְתקוְֹׁשׁ֖שּו  ’gather yourselves together‘ ִהֽ
in verse 1 is an ironic reference to gathering useless straw for burning and this is possibly 
picked up with the word from the same semantic field ץ  .like chaff’ in verse 2‘ ְּכֹמ֖

4b) Subunit 2:3 The Humble Called to Seek God 

The initial imperative ַּבְּקׁ֤שּו ‘seek’ indicates a discontinuity. It also provides 
structural and lexical cohesion within verse 3 as it is repeated twice. Discontinuity is also 
indicated by the new group of addressees: ‘all the humble of the land’ and the semantic 
content of the verse is positive rather than negative, indicating that there may be an 
escape clause to God’s wrath. There is also wider cohesion linking this subunit with the 
previous one as both end with the parallel phrase ‘day of the anger of YHWH’. 

                                                 
69 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 8. 
70 Follingstad, Deictic Viewpoint, 192. 
71 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 24. 
72 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,”, 24 note and 25. 
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4c) Subunit 2:4 Desolate Nations 
We will consider this verse as a subunit by itself as it is not clear where it should 

be placed, as indicated above. There is no obvious cohesion to connect it with the 
previous verse apart from the י  suggested by Wendland, which seems a rather weak link ִּכ֤
with no other factors to support it. The theme of the verse is different from that of verse 
2, speaking of the desolation of specific nations rather than being a direct appeal to God’s 
people. 

5) Unit 2:5-15 Prophecies Against the Nations 

The initial ֗הוֹי indicates a clear discontinuity being a new kind of oracle with a 
direct address. It starts a new section at the first occurrence, introducing a new theme, 
being the first of a series of ‘woe’ oracles against different nations. 

5a) Subunit 2:5-7 Judgement Against Philistia 
Verses 5-7 constitute the first of the woe oracles and a new topic is introduced. 

The Kerethites (v. 5), addressed in verse 5 in the second person, are associated elsewhere 
(Ezek 25:16) with the Philistines, and the two parts of the verse are in a parallelism, 
although the two parts are not exactly synonymous. Berlin sees it as a whole-part 
relationship.73 The action is carried forward at the beginning of verses 6 and 7 with 
impersonal veqatal forms. In verse 7 we find a kî before ‘Yahweh will visit them’. As 
indicated above, Clark finds a pattern of kî occurring at the end of a subunit, which fits 
the case here. 

Lexical cohesion is provided between verses 5 and 6 by a repeated mention of 
ֶבל ַהָּי֖ם ֶח֥  ‘the region of the sea’, and there is lexical cohesion between verses 6 and 7 

with a pastoral theme of ים אן ְוִגְד֥רוֹת ֹרִע֖ ֹֽ צ  ‘shepherds and sheep pens’ in verse 6 
followed by ִיְר֑עּון ‘they will graze’ in verse 7. 

5b) Subunit 2:8-9 Judgement Against Moab and Ammon 
Verses 8-9 constitute a new subunit with a change of topic. The segment starts 

with a first-person qatal form ָׁ֙שַמְ֙עִּתי which, with no preceding waw, clearly indicates the 
start of a new section. It follows a similar format to the preceding judgement in that 
Moab and Ammon will be destroyed and the remnant of Judah will find pasture in their 
land. This time those against whom judgement is pronounced are spoken of in the third 
person, which continues right through until verse 11. 

There are elements which suggest a discontinuity, such as increased coding of the 
referent YHWH as well as ‘therefore’. However, there are several cohesive elements 
between the verses. Verse 9 is clearly the response of Yahweh to the taunts of verse 8. 

We could analyse the verses separately as a provoking situation (verse 8) and then 
a response (verse 9) couched in the form of an oath. As verse 8 gives the reason for the 
response of judgement, it seems better to treat the verses together. An argument for this is 
that Yahweh already begins in verse 8 with ‘I have heard’, thus making himself the 

                                                 
73 Berlin, Zephaniah, 104-105. 
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deictic centre from verse 8 on rather than the Moabites and Ammonites. In both verses, 
first-person singular forms of the verb are used. Also, Moab and Ammon are mentioned 
explicitly in both verses. There is also lexical cohesion provided by the occurrence in 
both verses of ‘my people’. 

5c) Subunit 2:10-11 Further Judgement Against Moab and Ammon 
This subunit is very closely linked with the previous one, but in these verses the 

verb forms change from first-person to third-person forms. Also, the initial deictic ֹ֥את  ז
‘this’ indicates a new subunit. Clark points out that the two strophes (2:8-9 and 2:10-11) 
are conjoined through the occurrence of some parallel key vocabulary at the beginning of 
each one, such as ֶחְרַּפ֣ת ‘the reproach’ and ילּו ְרפּו they bragged’ (v.8) and‘ ַוַּיְגִּד֖  they‘ ֵחֽ
reproached’ and לּו  .they bragged’ (v.10)‘ ַוַּיְגִּד֔

5d) Subunit 2:12 Oracle against Cush 

In this verse a new topic is introduced by the additional or inclusive particle ַּגם 
‘also’. Cush is addressed directly in the second person. Yahweh speaks in the first person 
rather than the third person as in the previous verses. 

5e) Subunit 2:13-15 Oracle against Assyria and Nineveh 
There is a new theme in this subunit with new topical participants encoded as 

direct objects in verse 13. The picture starts general with ‘the north’, then becomes more 
specific with ‘Assyria’ and more specific again with ‘Nineveh’. The Lord is the main 
participant as the agent of punishment, referred to in the third person. There is cohesion 
between verses 13 and 14 with the anaphoric reference ְבתוָֹכ֤ה ‘in its (her) midst’ which 
refers back to the ִצָּי֖ה ‘desert’ (feminine) in verse 13. Verse 14 paints a very vivid word 
picture of a ruined and abandoned place, which spells out the destruction foretold in verse 
13. Verse 15 drips with irony in the use of ‘carefree city’ to describe the destroyed place. 
The ֠את ֹ֞  this’ refers back to the city. In this case it seems to be performing the function‘ ז
of connecting the description of desolation in verses 13 and 14 with the ironic description 
of how the city used to be in verse 15a. Verse 15b returns to the description of the 
desolation, rounding off the total picture and summing up the situation. 

6) Unit 3:1-7 The Corruption of Jerusalem 
Having prophesied against the nations, the spotlight now turns on what turns out 

to be the city of Jerusalem, although it is not named. The ֥הוֹי ‘woe’ is a clear indication 
of the beginning of a new section. There is cohesion across the subunits provided by the 
participant reference to Jerusalem throughout. 

6a) Subunit 3:1-4 Woe to Jerusalem 

The descriptive phrase of 3:1 יר ְוִנְגָאָל֑ה ֹמְרָא֖ה ַהּיוָֹנֽה׃ ָהִע֖  ‘the filthy and defiled 
one, the city which oppresses’ is such that it could continue to refer to Nineveh. It is not 
until 3:2 that it becomes apparent to the hearer or reader that this is not the case and that 
Jerusalem is being condemned. Following this, the city is referred to by a series of 
pronominal suffixes and in the third-person feminine forms of the verb in verses 2-5, 
giving internal coherence. 



 

 

25

The city is then described in terms of the different groups of people who live 
there: officials, judges, priests and prophets, and their actions. The thematic unity of the 
section is provided by ‘the city’s population’ and its evil deeds. 

6b) Subunit 3:5 Yahweh’s Righteousness Shines Forth 
There is an abrupt change of theme to Yahweh, the God whose righteousness 

shines74 within the rebellious city. The fact that ְיהָו֤ה ‘Yahweh’ is fronted suggests a 
discontinuity. The ה  in her midst’, however, means that there is also cohesion‘ ְּבִקְרָּב֔
with the previous section. Righteous Yahweh is being contrasted with the unrighteous 
city. 

6c) Subunit 3:6-7 Yahweh Judges But Jerusalem Does Not Repent 
A discontinuity is signalled by the use of the first-person singular form with no 

preceding ו. Yahweh continues to be the topical participant but the theme is now 
Yahweh’s actions. These are reported by two first-person singular verbs followed by a 
third-person passive in verse 6 which describes the state the city is in once Yahweh has 
acted. Verse 7 resumes the first-person singular narration at the beginning of the verse 
and again at the end third-person forms describe the response of the people as they 
disobey and disappoint him. The middle of this verse contains second-person forms as 
Yahweh addresses the city in embedded direct speech. 

7) Unit 3:8-13 Yahweh Will Judge the Nations 
According to Clark, verse 8 contains no less than three indicators that a new unit 

is beginning. The first is ָלֵכ֤ן ‘therefore’ which also begins a new subunit in 2:8, secondly 
 wait for me’ is an imperative and elsewhere in Zephaniah imperatives start a‘ ַחּכּו־ִלי
new unit (1:11, 2:1, 3:14) and thirdly the formula ְנֻאם־ְיהָו֔ה ‘oracle of Yahweh’ which is 
found elsewhere in the book (1:2, 10, 2:9) at the beginning of a unit.75 Yahweh is 
speaking as is made clear by the first-person pronominal suffixes speaking of his actions 
in verse 8. This paves the way for the first-person verb ְך  I will restore’ which‘ ֶאְהֹּפ֥
occurs in verse 9. 

There is internal cohesion through the unit provided by the first-person verbal 
forms and pronominal suffixes from verses 8-12. Also, as Clark points out, although this 
unit is thematically diverse it is unified as well as segmented by renewed reference to the 
day of YHWH.76 

                                                 
74 Righteousness is often portrayed in the scriptures in sun-like terms as the prevailing polytheistic 

culture regarded the sun god as the giver of righteousness. 
75 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 13. 
76 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 30. 
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7a) Subunit 3:8 Yahweh Will Judge The Nations 
Yahweh and his future actions are in focus in this verse, which is characterised by 

a cohesive sequence of nouns with first-person suffixes describing Yahweh’s actions on 
the day of judgement which extends to ‘all the earth’. 

7b) Subunit 3:9-10 The Purified Nations Will Worship Yahweh 
This section is very closely connected to the previous one, but, discourse-wise, 

seems to constitute a subunit of its own. Clark asserts that the initial י־ָא֛ז  then’, in‘ ִּכֽ
verse 9, which relates back to ‘the day’ of verse 8, indicates a turn of events contrary to 
expectation. God will, surprisingly, not completely annihilate the nations but will purify 
them so that they will worship him. There are only seven occurrences of י־ָא֛ז  in the Old ִּכֽ
Testament. For some of these occurrences (Jos 1:8, Zeph 3;11) BART77 notes that it is a 
deictic marker and for this verse (and Job 11:15) a ‘deictic marker with assertive focus’. 
Placed here, it seems to be serving pragmatically as a linguistic signal that this is a 
climactic point in the discourse, being the turning point when not only God’s people, but 
also even the Gentile nations will worship him together! 

In verse 10 Yahweh continues to speak. The focus is still on him in that people 
will return to him. Although it could be considered that there is a change of location in 

ְלַנֲֽהֵרי־֑כּוׁש ֵמֵעֶ֖בר  ‘from the other side of the rivers of Cush’, the fact that the deictic 
centre remains Yahweh where the people are heading to worship him means that there is 
cohesion between this verse and the previous one. 

The worshippers are spoken of using a third-person plural verb. There is a 
difference in the pronouns referring to Yahweh from verse 9 in that Yahweh is mentioned 
by name in verse 9 which forces the use of the third-person singular pronominal suffix as 
an anaphoric reference: וְֹלָעְב֖ד ְיהָו֔ה ְּבֵׁש֣ם  ‘in the name of Yahweh to serve him’. In 
verse 10 he is not mentioned by name and so the first-person pronoun can be used to 
indicate that he is speaking. Such a change in the pronominal forms is not by itself 
enough to constitute a discontinuity. 

7c) Subunit 3:11-13 A Humble Remnant Will Remain 

The initial ַה֗הּוא ַּבּ֣יוֹם  ‘on that day’, a familiar temporal marker, indicates a new 
subunit connected to verse 8: ‘for the day when I arise as an accuser’. Yahweh continues 
to speak using first-person singular verbs but now second-person verbs are used as 
Yahweh addresses his people directly rather than the third-person forms which were used 
to speak of the nations in the previous subunit. However, when the remnant is spoken of, 
the third-person forms are reverted to. 

8) Unit 3:14-17 A Song Of Joy 
Baker notes the literary structure of this psalm of joy, which he sees as one of 

concentric parallelism. The first element corresponds to the last, the second to the 
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penultimate and so on, with the climax ‘no more fear’ at the centre. He portrays this as 
follows: 

A Zion singing (3:14a) 

B  Israel shouts (3:14b) 

C   Jerusalem’s joy (3:14c) 

D    Yahweh’s deliverance (3:15a, b) 

E     Presence of Yahweh the King (3:15c) 

F      No more fear (3:15d) 

G       Jerusalem ’s future message (3:16a) 

F1      No more fear (3:16b, c) 

E1     Presence of Yahweh the God (3:17a) 

D1    The mighty deliverer (3:17b) 

C1   God’s joy (3:17c) 

B1  Yahweh’s silence (3:17d) 

A1 Yahweh singing (3:17e)78 

8a) Subunit 3:14-15 Israel Encouraged To Rejoice 
This section begins with an imperative indicating a break and a new unit. The 

tone has been set by the conclusion of the preceding unit and the theme of the removal of 
shame and the restoration of fortune is celebrated. The exhortation in verse 14 is followed 
in verse 15 by the reason why there should be rejoicing. There is no explicit linguistic 
marker such as ‘for’ or ‘because’ but the link remains implicit and can be deduced 
pragmatically from the juxtaposition of the sentences. Verse 15 continues with the use of 
second-person verb forms to address the people of Israel. 

8b) Subunit 3:16-17 Jerusalem Restored 

The initial temporal formula ַה֔הּוא ַּבּ֣יוֹם  ‘in that day’ once again signals a new 
subunit, but we do not see that it constitutes a major break as Yahweh continues to be the 
subject, spoken of in the third person as in verse 15, and there is some thematic cohesion 
with the previous subunit in the use of the terms Jerusalem and Zion, which is picked up 
from verse 14 where there are three terms used in parallel: Zion, Israel and daughter of 
Jerusalem. Most English translations use quotation marks for the words in verses 16 and 
17 beginning with ‘Do not fear’ and ending with ‘rejoice over you with singing’ (NIV). 

Verse 17 contains a problem of interpretation which is handled in different ways. 
The text we are following reads ְּ֙בַאֲ֣הָב֔תוֹ ַיֲחִריׁש  ‘he will be silent in his love’. Berlin 
sees it as interrupting a parallelism and considers that maybe its position has been moved. 
Some Ancient Versions and modern translations transpose it to the end of the verse so 
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that it connects with verse 18. The LXX and the Peshitta understand it as ‘he will renew 
you in his love’79 and some modern translations take it that way. 

9) Unit 3:18-20 
The verbal forms change from third person to first person, signalling a 

discontinuity from the previous section. The first-person forms continue through to verse 
20 giving the whole unit cohesion, but there are internal breaks signalling smaller 
subunits. 

9a) Subunit 3:18 Jerusalem’s Disgrace Removed 
Verse 18 has textual problems (Berlin says ‘this verse is unintelligible’80) and 

scholars handle the initial words in different ways. Wendland notes that from a discourse 
perspective it is hard to know how to handle the first two words of the verse. Some 
scholars take them with the end of verse 17, but this involves some emendation, and 
spoils the chiastic structure of the previous speech. In other speeches of Yahweh, the 
first-person verbs tend to occur initially, so the problem words placed at the beginning of 
verse 18 are not typical of the opening of such a speech.81 Wendland proposes that verse 
18 be considered as another Janus-like transitional verse with structural connections both 
forwards and backwards (see also 2:4). Thus, it could link up with verse 17 as a positive-
negative restatement, except for the different verb form used. ‘I will remove’ initiates the 
sequence of first-person verbs. The setting also appears to shift from the royal court to the 
priestly cult. The first strophe ends on a minor thematic peak with ם  ’their shame‘ ׃ָּבְׁשָּתֽ
contrasting with the strophe ending at 3:5 ֶׁשת׃  shame’, which is structural epiphora.82‘ ֹּבֽ

9b) Subunit 3:19 Honour Restored 

A new unit is signalled by the initial ִהְנִנ֥י ‘behold me’ as the focus shifts back to 
Yahweh and his actions. The temporal formula יא ָּבֵע֣ת ַהִה֑  ‘at that time’, which normally 
occurs at the beginning of a verse, is pushed along to the middle by the initial word, and 
is a second linguistic factor signalling a new unit. However, as the verbal forms continue 
to be in the first-person form, we do not propose a new main unit as these verbal forms 
provide an inner cohesion. 

9c) Subunit 3:20 Fortunes Restored  
This final verse starts with an indication of a new subunit in that it starts with the 

fronted temporal formula ַהִהיא ָּבֵע֤ת  ‘at that time’, which is in parallel with the time 
reference in the previous verse. The oracle reaches a neat conclusion with the unique (in 
Zephaniah) formula ְיהָוֽה׃ ָאַמ֥ר  ‘says the LORD’, giving the whole discourse the final 
stamp of Yahweh’s authority. 
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82 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 34. 
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3.4 Participants 

3.4.1 Preliminary Observations 
Systems of reference to participants and other entities in a discourse vary from 

language to language. There is a scale of devices used for reference, from full coding 
material such as full noun phrases, independent pronouns and bound pronouns 
(agreement) to zero anaphora, where there is no explicit referring device. 

A reference system in a language must perform three kinds of task. From a 
semantic perspective, it must identify the referents unambiguously. From a discourse-
pragmatic perspective, it must signal the activation status and prominence of the referents 
or their actions. As regards processing, it must overcome disruptions in the flow of 
language.83 

In narrative, it is common to talk of participants, in words from the theatrical 
domain, as being introduced, kept on stage and dismissed, and then later they may be re-
introduced or brought back on stage. Alternatively, we can say that participants are 
activated, reactivated, maintained in active status and deactivated. Activation is normally 
achieved with a full noun phrase. 

The main participants in Zephaniah are Yahweh himself, the prophet and the 
addressees. Most studies of participant reference have been conducted on narrative 
material, where the participants play a key role in the development of the story. In 
prophecy, we are dealing with a discourse of a different nature, and the role of the 
participants is not so well defined or documented in the literature. 

According to Clark, the ‘strongly interactive, semidialogical nature’ of the book 
under consideration seems to indicate that Zephaniah, like Habakkuk 1-2, belongs to a 
genre or subgenre within the prophetic book of the Twelve. He interprets the book as a 
dialogue, or an antiphonal text, with different parts spoken by different participants, 
because of the frequently alternating first-person and third-person statements84, but points 
out that the first- and third-person references are not always clear cut and that in a unit 
where YHWH is unquestionably speaking, there are references to him in the third person 
rather than the first person. The occurrence of third-person references to YHWH is not 
necessarily an indication of an utterance of the prophet, except when they occur in the 
subject position (as in 1:7b, 2:11, 3:5, 15) and what is more significant is the absence of 
first-person references.85 

It is probably more helpful to consider the discourse as a monologue, as the 
addressees do not actually have the chance to speak, except in words attributed by 
YHWH or the prophet in embedded discourse. A true dialogue would normally involve 
turn-taking. Perhaps in the original communication situation the addressees would have 
had a chance to respond, but in the text as we have it now, it is all one-way. 
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The purpose of the text before us is to turn Israel back to Yahweh. The real 
addressees, as Berlin points out with reference to the oracle against the nations, are the 
people of Judah, although on the surface it looks as though the nations are also being 
addressed. The form of addressing the nations is rather a powerful rhetorical device to get 
Israel’s attention and turn the nation back to God.86 

3.4.2 Participant Reference: YHWH 
Participant reference is an important factor in narrative to carry the story forward. 

Although the discourse we are considering is not a narrative, the participants still play an 
important role in the development of the discourse. We will trace their references for the 
major participants. 

YHWH is the central figure of the book. He is the one whose words the prophet is 
speaking and it is difficult to disentangle his point of view from the prophet’s point of 
view as one is speaking through the mouth of the other. YHWH is the one who makes 
things happen. If we use terminology from the film world, we could say that although he 
is the one who is causing events to happen, the camera is not trained on him, but rather on 
the people his actions are affecting, whose situation is described using very vivid 
terminology. Yahweh is present right through from the first verse to the very last, and is 
never absent. His presence, linguistically explicit throughout the whole discourse, gives 
the whole text a very strong element of cohesion. 

We will look at the ways this major participant is referred to, bearing in mind that 
increased coding typically occurs following a point of discontinuity and in connection 
with information highlighting.87 

 ְיהָו֣ה 3.4.2.1

The most common way to speak of God in this discourse is by using his covenant 
name ְיהָו֣ה ‘YHWH’, which would distinguish him clearly from any other god in the 
prevalent polytheistic society. We will regard this as the default form of reference. He is 
also frequently referred to merely in the verb form, first person or third person, where the 
actions are obviously Yahweh’s actions. 

The default form is used in the case of formulas which occur frequently, such as 
ְיהָו֔ה ם֣יוֹ ,’oracle of YHWH‘ ְנֻאם־ְיהָו֔ה  ‘day of YHWH’, ְיהָו֔ה ְּבֵׁש֣ם  ‘in the name of 
YHWH’, ַאף־ְיהָוֽה ‘anger of YHWH, ְיהָוֽה ָאַמ֥ר  ‘said YHWH’, and ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה ‘word of 
YHWH’, and the name is also used frequently on its own. 

 ֲאֹדָנ֣י ְיהִו֑ה 3.4.2.2

In 1:7 the expression ֑ הְיהִו  the Lord YHWH’ occurs for the first and only‘ ֲאֹדָנ֣י 
time in the discourse. According to Nel, the name is his ‘cultic epithet – probably his 
most holy name’.88 It is probable that the name indicates a special solemnity as YHWH is 

                                                 
86 Berlin, Zephaniah, 117. 
87 Dooley & Levinsohn, Analyzing, 134. 
88 Nel, “Structural and Conceptual,” 159. 
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about to make a momentous announcement. It is used in connection with the introduction 
to the main theme of the day of YHWH. We expect the encoding material to be greater 
than the default, as it occurs at a point of discontinuity, and also the information is 
highlighted at this solemn proclamation. 

ים 3.4.2.3  ֱאֹלִה֜

The title ים  God’ referring to YHWH never occurs in Zephaniah in that‘ ֱאֹלִה֜
form. The word occurs four times referring to YHWH but always with a possessive suffix 
and often in combination with another word to make it clear which God is being referred 
to. YHWH wants to stress that he alone is the God the Israelites should be worshipping as 
he has a special relationship with them, and the terms used to refer to him make this 
explicit. We will look at each of the four occurrences in turn. 

ֱאֹלֵהיֶה֖ם ְיהָו֥ה 3.4.2.3.1  ‘YHWH their God’ (2:7) 

God is referred to in this way only once in Zephaniah, at the conclusion of the 
first of the woe oracles, where the blessing of the remnant of the house of Judah is 
contrasted with the judgement to be visited upon the Kerethites. It occurs along with the 
verb פקד which normally means ‘visit judgement’ but here it contrastively means ‘visit’ 
in a positive sense, which is reinforced by the deliberate choice of 

ם ְיהָו֥ה ֱאֹלֵהיֶה֖  ‘YHWH their God’ as God shows himself to be on the side of his people. 
On this occasion the increased coding of the referent precedes the point of discontinuity 
rather than following it. The information is intended to be highlighted at the end of the 
segment where it occurs, along with the actions of God as he, surprisingly, announces 
that he will restore the fortunes of his people. 

ל ֱאֹלֵה֣י ְצָב֜אוֹת ְיהָו֨ה 3.4.2.3.2 ִיְׂשָרֵא֗  ‘YHWH of hosts, God of Israel’ (2:9) 

This occurs in the formula ֩ ה ְנֻאם ל ֱאֹלֵה֣י ְצָב֜אוֹת ְיהָו֨ ִיְׂשָרֵא֗  ‘oracle of YHWH of 
hosts, God of Israel’. The function of the full name of the God of Israel is to 
indicate an announcement of great solemnity and importance. It occurs in the 
context of a solemn oath taken by Almighty God as he curses those who have 
threatened his people. God identifies himself with the nation of Israel in the title 
he uses for himself. The increased encoding indicates highlighted information. It 
also occurs at a point of discontinuity at the onset of a curse. 

יָה 3.4.2.3.3  her God (3:2)‘ ֱאֹלֶה֖

This occurs in the context of Israel pictured as an unfaithful wife. The word is used 
deliberately with the possessive suffix to show that although Israel belongs to Yahweh, 
she has not respected the special relationship he wants her to have with him and has gone 
her own way. It also occurs parallel to a colon where the name ְיהָו֥ה occurs and it is 
therefore also a stylistic variation. It occurs at the beginning of an oracle of woe against 
Jerusalem. At the end of the oracle the default name for YHWH is used. It is possible that 
both names are used at the beginning of the oracle as a device to get the audience’s 
attention and to engage them at an emotional level as well as for the sake of poetic 
symmetry. 
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ְךֱאֹלַהִ֛י ְיהָו֧ה 3.4.2.3.4  ‘Yahweh your God’ (3:17) 

We find this last occurrence of the word ים  in the discourse at the conclusion ֱאֹלִה֜
of the psalm of joy with which Zephaniah seeks to encourage Israel. The doubling of the 
name with the title seems to perform the function of commanding special attention to the 
words which follow as highlighted information, and the possessive suffix again stresses 
the special relationship Yahweh wants to have with his people. 

ְצָבֽאוֹת ְיהָו֥ה 3.4.2.3.5  ‘YHWH of hosts’ (2:10) 

This phrase has occurred once above as part of a longer phrase in the preceding 
section and it also occurs alone. It 2:9 above it occurs to signify a curse of great 
solemnity and here the theme of judgement on other nations continues. The name here is 
again connected to YHWH’s people and the whole phrase used is:  

ְצָבֽאוֹת ְיהָו֥ה ַע֖ם  ‘the people of YHWH of hosts’. It occurs at a point of discontinuity and 
highlights the information. It serves to put an extra stamp of authority upon the 
pronouncement of judgement. 

 warrior’ (3:17)‘ ִּגּ֣בוֹר 3.4.2.3.6

There is a perhaps surprising lack of metaphorical references to Yahweh in 
Zephaniah. In the Old Testament generally he is often referred to in metaphorical terms 
(a rock, a fortress, a king, amongst many others) but here these images are lacking, 
maybe due to the genre of the message where the focus is on people being exhorted to 
worship the one true God, whose name is given to make it clear which God is being 
spoken of. If a metaphorical term were given, it is possible that the people could confuse 
him with a false god whom the people might be tempted to worship. Here, the term 
‘warrior’ is used, but it is clear that it is Yahweh who is the referent, as ‘warrior’ and 
‘Yahweh’ are in a parallel structure. The parallel references to Yahweh occur at a 
climactic point at the conclusion of this psalm of joy. 

3.4.3 References to the prophet 
The only explicit reference to Zephaniah is in the long genealogy in 1:1 where he 

gives his credentials. The rest of the time he is in the wings, acting as a mouthpiece for 
God. There are no narrative portions, recounting Zephaniah’s actions or his situation 
when God spoke to him on different occasions, as in some other prophetic books, but the 
whole discourse consists of oracles, apart from the introductory verse. In 
cinematographic terms, he is like the narrator who one hears but does not see. 

3.4.4 References to the addressees 
There are various groups of people who are addressed. We will group the main 

addressees into two sets: Israel (Judah, Jerusalem) and the nations. There are also 
instances where the whole of humanity is addressed. There is an important subgroup 
which requires separate handling, being the group designated as ‘the humble’ or ‘the 
remnant’. 

We suggest that the forms of address used plus the verbal forms connected with 
them are not merely stylistic variation, but they frequently represent a positive or 
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negative evaluation by the speaker. We note particularly that negative evaluations tend to 
be encoded in participial forms (the ‘bad guys’) and negated active verbs, and that 
positive evaluations tend to be encoded in active verbs (the ‘good guys’). 

3.4.4.1 Main Addressees: Israel, Judah, Jerusalem 
These are the intended recipients of Zephaniah’s message. Israel, Judah, 

Jerusalem and Zion all refer to God’s chosen people. Sometimes they are addressed by 
the above titles, but most often they are referred to by descriptive phrases indicating 
certain subgroups or describing the behaviour of the whole group. The descriptions 
generally give the reason why Yahweh is displeased with them, giving rise to his 
judgement. 

References to God’s people occur right through the text of Zephaniah, even 
during the oracle against the nations, giving the whole discourse a strong cohesive 
element. 

The references begin in 1:4 with the general geographical term ‘Judah’ and then 
homes in on ‘all the inhabitants of Jerusalem’. The addressees are frequently spoken of in 
participial forms, often describing their state or actions. These occur when God is 
showing his displeasure with them and he is pointing out their evil deeds and can be 
considered as indirect evaluation89 as the negative attitude of God and Zephaniah to the 
participants is encoded in the description. 

Different groups are specified for judgement. The designations make explicit the 
reason for their punishment, such as idol-worship, and in 1:5 we find one participial noun 
after another as the people’s actions are described in a negative way: ַהִּמְׁשַּתֲחִו֥ים ‘the 
ones who bow down’ (to the host of heaven) and ַהִּנְׁשָּבִע֣ים ‘the ones who take an oath’ 
(to Yahweh and their king or god). The use of the participial noun form to refer to the 
same people continues in 1:6 with ‘the ones who have turned away’. Their actions, or 
rather lack of actions, are then described with negated active verbs in a parallelism: ‘they 
neither seek Yahweh nor enquire of him’. The only active verbs that have been used of 
Israel thus far are those which are negated to show how they have failed to do anything 
good. Participial forms generally serve to describe and set a scene. The scene thus being 
described will justify the punishment Yahweh is about to mete out. 

Again in 1:7 the people are spoken of in a participial form, this time a passive 
participle: יו  his invited ones’. The term sounds like a positive one at this point but‘ ְקֻרָאֽ
it turns out that there is a sting in the tail as they are about to be judged. 

In 1:8 there is continued reference to groups within Israel. We find ‘the princes’ 
and ‘the sons of the king’, in a parallelism, and then again we find another participle 
ים  in the phrase ‘all those who dress in foreign clothing’. This trend continues ָּכל־ַהֹּלְבִׁש֖
with the participial nouns describing activities Yahweh is displeased with: ָּכל־ַהּדוֵֹל֛ג in 
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‘everyone who leaps over the threshold’90 and ים ְמַמְלִא֛  in ‘the ones who fill the house ַהֽ
of their lord(s) with violence and deceit’. 

In 1:11 the sub-group of the merchants is referred to and their fate is described 
encoded in passive verbs ִנְדָמה ‘will be destroyed’ and ִנְכְר֖תּו ‘will be cut off’. In 1:12 
there is a return to the participial form continuing the negative evaluation. There is an 
embedded dialogue with words put into the mouths, or minds, of the addressees, as their 
godless attitude is described. 

In 1:13 the people’s actions are spoken of for the first time using active verbal 
terms, using positive/negative pairs of verbs reminiscent of Jeremiah: ‘they will build… 
but will not live… they will plant…. but will not drink…’. These words also have echoes 
of Deuteronomy 28:30; see the section on intertextuality. If the words are known ones 
which are being alluded to, this could explain the difference in the verb forms used. The 
negative evaluation continues. 

In 2:1 the nation is spoken of as ַהּ֖גוֹי , which is a surprising choice if it refers to 
Jerusalem’s inhabitants. Since Jerusalem has been mentioned in 1:12, 2:1-2 is usually 
understood as referring to those who live there. This is compatible with 2:3, where the 
focus narrows down to the remnant. 

In 3:1 the יר ַהּיוָֹנֽה׃  city of oppressors’ is deliberately ambiguous as it seems‘ ָהִע֖
at first to continue to refer to the pagan city of Nineveh which has been addressed in 
chapter 2 and whose ruin has been described.91 The subsequent description however 
makes it clear that the referent is in fact Jerusalem! She is personified as a disobedient 
woman and is again described using participial forms showing God’s displeasure. This is 
followed by four negated active verbs stating what she has failed to do. The possessive 
suffix on ‘God’ יָה  .stresses the relationship she is meant to have with God ֶאל־ֱאֹלֶה֖

The subsequent verses speak of categories of people who live in the city. The only 
active verb in the description is negated. In 3:4 the prophets are described first of all with 
a participle ים ֲחִז֔  then a series of nouns with two active verbs showing their ,(’insolent‘) ֹּפֽ
evil deeds. We note that these two active verbs come at the end of the verse immediately 
before the verse which speaks of Yahweh’s righteousness shining forth and speculate that 
maybe they contrastively highlight the verse which is to come, indicating a peak. 

In 3:5 ‘the unrighteous’ refers to Jerusalem, who is contrasted with Yahweh’s 
righteousness. The active verb referring to Jerusalem is negated in ‘she knows no shame’. 

In 3:7 we again find active verbs connected with Jerusalem. Not surprisingly, they 
are verbs describing her evil deeds. ימּו יתּו ִהְׁשִּכ֣ ל ִהְׁשִח֔ ם׃ ֹּכ֖ ֲעִלילוָֹתֽ  ‘they rose early, 
they corrupted all their practices.’ It may be that active verbs are used at this point instead 
of participial forms as they occur at a climactic point immediately before Yahweh’s 
pronouncement of judgement, constituting grounds for his action. 

                                                 
90 This refers to the worship of Dagon described in 1 Samuel 5:5. 
91 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 28. 
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3.4.4.2 Subgroup of Addressees: the humble, the remnant 
2:3 focuses in onto a small group within the ‘shameful nation’, namely ‘all the 

humble of the land’. This time we note that there are no participial forms, but rather an 
active verb is used: ָֹּפָע֑לּו ִמְׁשָּפ֖טו  ‘they have done his judgement’. These are people the 
Lord is pleased with. We propose that the verbal form devoid of participles indicates the 
speaker’s positive evaluation. 

In 2:7 the group of addressees categorized as Judah once again has a subgroup 
referred to as ‘the remnant’, who are probably to be identified with the humble in 2:3. 
Grammatically the collective singular seems to refer to the house of Judah.92 

In 2:8 Judah is referred to by God as ‘my people’, a possessive suffix which is 
God’s declaration that he has not disowned Judah despite their idolatry. 

In 2:9 God speaks of Judah as ‘the remnant of my people’, bringing together ‘the 
remnant’ from verse 7 and ‘my people’ in verse 8, and the final part of the verse ends 
with a parallelism reiterating what Judah will do to the nations. The active verbs describe 
the actions of the group God is pleased with against the group he is not pleased with. 

In 3:12 it is made clear that it is ָוָד֑ל ָעִנ֖י ַע֥ם  , ‘a poor and humble people’, in the 
midst of Jerusalem who will be spared. It seems that the word ‘people’ is again being 
used with positive connotations indicating a relationship with YHWH. 

In 3:13 for the first time in Zephaniah the name ‘Israel’ is used to refer to God’s 
people. Here, however, only the ‘remnant’ is being spoken of, who are the same people 
as the humble spoken of above. They are described with a series of three negated 
imperfect verbs, stating the evil they will not do, followed by two positive verbs, one 
imperfect and one perfect, stating what they will do. An idyllic situation is described. We 
suggest that the fact that no participial forms are found relating to Israel indicates God’s 
positive evaluation. The verse ends with ‘one who disturbs them’ which is a participial 
noun describing their enemy, thus again indicating a negative evaluation encoded in a 
participial form. 

In 3:14 we also find a new appellation in Zephaniah for God’s people. Now they 
are addressed with the affectionate and emotive term ַּבת־ִצּ֔יוֹן ‘Daughter of Zion’ and 
‘Israel’ as well as ת ִם ַּב֖ ְירּוָׁשָלֽ  ‘daughter of Jerusalem’. In 3:15 Yahweh uses his 
covenant name twice. He identifies himself as the ‘King of Israel’, showing that he is 
accepting them again as his people as he is willing to identify their name with his. 

In 3:16 there is an embedded speech indicating what others will say about 
Jerusalem. In this direct speech ‘Jerusalem’ (the name used in the first level of quotation 
according to all the major translations) is called ‘Zion’ (second level). 

In 3:17 Jerusalem is addressed directly as God woos her, God’s actions being 
reported in the third person. He refers to himself as ֱאֹלַהִ֛יְך ְיהָו֧ה  ‘Yahweh your God’, 
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again emphasising by the feminine singular possessive suffix that he accepts them as his 
people, or to keep the metaphor, accepts her as his wife. 

In the subsequent verses Jerusalem is addressed by the second-person singular 
feminine suffix. The two groups of people identified are Jerusalem and ‘those who 
oppressed you’ or ‘those who afflicted you’. Within Jerusalem a new subgroup is 
identified, being ‘the lame’ (a collective feminine singular participle) and ‘those who 
have been scattered’ (also a feminine singular participle), to whom God will give special 
attention. The image here is of a shepherd rescuing his sheep.93 

In the final verse God addresses his people using the second-person plural 
masculine form, the plural form semantically better suited to the idea of him gathering 
the people in from scattered locations. He distinguishes between them and the nations. 

3.4.4.3 Addressees: the nations 
Berlin comments on the oracle against the nations (2:5-15) that the prophecy is 

not to be understood as literally directed to the nations specified, as is also the case with 
other prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos and others, but rather the true 
audience for the prophecy is Judah.94 

In 2:4 there is a list of geographical locations and what will happen to them. In 
each case there is a skillful play on words, where the fate of the land sounds like its name. 
In 2:5 where the woe oracles begin the geographical designations continue, with 
‘Cherethites’ or peoples of Crete (i.e. Philistines)95. The people are not described as such 
but named, and their geographical location ‘by the sea’ is given. 

In 2:8 we find the names of two nations ‘Moab and the sons of Ammon’ whose 
actions or words against God’s people are reported using active verbs. These actions 
against Yahweh’s people are important as they form the basis of the curse in the next 
verse, which is possibly why active verbs are used here and not participial forms. 

2:10 uses similar language to 2:8. 2:11 speaks of ם׃ַהּג וִֹיֽ  the islands of the‘ ִאֵּי֥י 
nations’. Many see this as a general designation for distant people, but this exact term is 
found only here and in Genesis 10:5 where it refers to an offshoot of the descendants of 
Japheth. Berlin therefore interprets the term as referring to the descendants of Japheth 
rather than universal acknowledgment of the Lord.96 

In 2.12 the Cushites have no description or reason given for their destruction. 2:13 
continues with the geographical terms designating those destined for judgement. 
Nineveh, in 2:15, is ironically described as ‘the carefree city’, using an adjectival form, 
followed by two participles as a negative evaluation describing her smug attitude before 
destruction, which is described using an active form of the verb (‘become’) with God as 
the implied agent. 

                                                 
93 Berlin, Zephaniah, 147. 
94 Berlin, Zephaniah, 117. 
95 Berlin, Zephaniah, 104. 
96 Berlin, Zephaniah, 111. 
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In 3:6 there is a general mention of ם  nations’ with a description of their‘ גוִֹי֗
desolate state. Also in 3:8 the ם  nations’ and ‘kingdoms’ are mentioned‘ ַמְמָל֗כוֹת and ּגוִֹי֜
as a generic group distinct from God’s people. The scope turns out at the end of the verse 
to be global, covering ‘all the earth’. 

In 3:9, where events turn out better than expected for the nations, the terminology 
changes. Instead of referring to them as ם  ,kingdoms’ as in 3:8‘ ַמְמָל֗כוֹת nations’ and‘ ּגוִֹי֜
the word used to refer to the same group is ים  peoples’ which could possibly signal a‘ ַעִּמ֖
change of attitude. Also, whereas in 3:8 the global scope was indicated by ֶרץ׃  ָּכל־ָהָאֽ
‘all the earth’, in 3:9 it is indicated by ֻכָּלם ‘all of them’ (referring to ‘peoples’) which 
could possibly be construed to show a more personal interest rather than a global 
designation. (Some commentators would prefer the term ‘peoples’ to be interpreted as 
‘my people’ but, as Berlin notes, the intended idea seems to be universal worship of the 
Lord, as per the thought in 2:11.97) 

In 3:10, depending on one’s interpretation, the terminology possibly gets even 
more personal indicating a desired relationship between YHWH and these peoples. They 
are now referred to as ֲעָתַרי , usually understood to mean ‘my worshippers’ or ‘my 
suppliants’ and י  the daughter of my scattered ones’, although there are other‘ ַּבת־ּפּוַצ֔
possibilities. It seems most likely that the reference is not to Judean exiles, as some have 
proposed, but rather to foreign nations, implying universal worship.98 The last reference 
to the nations is in the very final verse, when the fortunes of Israel will be restored in the 
sight of ֙ ֶרץ ַעֵּמ֣י ְּבֹכל ָהָא֔  ‘all the peoples of the earth’. Again, the term ‘peoples’ is used 
when the context is not a negative one. 

3.4.4.4 Generic group 
1:3 talks of the undoing of creation in terms reminiscent of Genesis, and humanity 

and the animal kingdom are spoken of as a whole. The terms used – men, animals, birds 
and fish - are deliberately chosen to bring to mind the creation story, to make this 
pronouncement all the more shocking and powerful. In the midst of these all-
encompassing terms, the term ָהְרָׁשִע֑ים ‘the wicked’ is used, to show that the whole 
creation seems set on disobeying Yahweh. 

In 1:18 there is again a global scope: י ֶרץ ָּכל־ֹיְׁשֵב֖ ָהָאֽ  ‘all those who live on the 
earth’. Also in 3:8 we find ֶרץ  .’all the earth‘ ָּכל־ָהָאֽ

We could consider these as props rather than participants as they do not play an 
active role in the discourse.99 Zephaniah is using global terminology to heighten the 
rhetorical effect of his message to Israel. 
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3.5  Embedded Discourse 
There are a few occasions when embedded discourse is used. We will note these 

occurrences and try to find an explanation for this literary device. 

Reference Text   

ְמִרים֙  1:12 ם ָהֹאֽ יב ִּבְלָבָב֔ א־ֵייִט֥ ֹֽ א ְיהָו֖ה ל ֹ֥ ַע׃ ְול ָיֵרֽ  

  who say in their heart ‘YHWH will not do good or bad’ 

ְמָרה֙  2:15 ּה ָהֹאֽ י ִּבְלָבָב֔ י ֲאִנ֖ ֑עוֹד ְוַאְפִס֣  

  who says in her heart ‘I am the only one’ 

ְרִּתי  3:7 י ָאַמ֜ י י֙אוִֹת ַאְך־ִּתיְרִא֤ ר ִּתְקִח֣ מּוָס֔  

  I said ‘surely you will fear me and accept my correction’ 

These occurrences fall into two categories: 

1) words imputed to disobedient and proud people by YHWH (1:12, 2:15) 

2) words which YHWH himself said to those he judges (3:7) 

The first of these categories is a device to make the telling of the oracle more vivid. 
The supposed thoughts of the people being judged are laid open before all in a negative 
evaluation. In 1:12, the embedded speech occurs immediately before judgement is visited 
upon the people to whom the thoughts are imputed. In 2:15 the embedded speech occurs 
within a description of the destruction which befalls the people. 

The second category is a similar device, calling people in a direct way to remember 
what YHWH had said to them previously and pricking their conscience. 

3.6 Coherence and Cohesion 
We will for the purposes of this study consider Zephaniah as having the final form 

as intended by its editor, whatever its original form may have been. We must also bear in 
mind, however, that it was originally a series of oral oracles spoken on different 
occasions in different contexts. 

When we read Zephaniah, even from our distance in time and space, it hangs 
together for the most part, even though we do not have the same mental representation as 
the original hearers or readers had. It helps us if we have a general knowledge of the Old 
Testament as many concepts we find in other canonical books are found here. 

Coherence ‘concerns what a certain hearer is able to do with the text at a certain 
time. This allows a single text to cohere for some hearers but not for others … A text 
comes with a presumption of coherence … that is, if a speaker is presenting something as 
a text, the hearer is entitled to assume that it will yield a coherent interpretation’.100 It 
goes perhaps without saying that we will assume that the book is meant to be coherent 
and will proceed from that assumption. 
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An important contribution to coherence comes from cohesion, which is the set of 
linguistic resources that every language has for linking one part of a text to another.101 
There are forms which occur in discourse which instead of being interpreted in their own 
right make reference to something else for their interpretation. Where their interpretation 
lies outside the text the relationship is exophoric, which plays no part in textual cohesion. 
Where the interpretation lies within the text, they are called endophoric relations. These 
are of two kinds: anaphoric relations, which look back in the text, and cataphoric 
relations, which look forward.102 

3.6.1 Lexical cohesion: oracular formulas 
Lexical cohesion is ‘established at the lexicogrammatical level. It includes the two 

aspects of reiteration and collocation. Usually, a reiterated item has a reference item such 
as a definite article or a demonstrative (at least, in English). Reiteration is however 
cohesive in its own right and works even without a reference item. Collocation, which is 
using a synonym or otherwise related word to one used before, also contributes to 
coherence.103 

One of the more obvious instances of lexical cohesion is one which gives us the 
clue to the genre of the text, this being the formulaic phrases such as ‘the word of 
Yahweh’, ‘oracle of Yahweh’ and ‘said Yahweh’ which have already been mentioned in 
the participant reference section. These formulaic phrases occur as follows: 

Expression  Number of Occurrences References  

 2:5 ,1:1 2 ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה

‘word of YHWH’ 

 3:8 ,1:10 ,1:3 ,1:2 4 ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה

‘oracle of YHWH’ 

ְיהָוֽה ָאַמ֥ר  1 3:20 

‘said YHWH’ 

These phrases perform different functions in the text. The first, ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה, 
signals to the reader what kind of text this will be from the very first phrase, also 
indicating the beginning of the discourse. It also reappears in 2:5 in the form הָו֣הְּדַבר־ְי 
ם  followed ְּדַבר־ְיהָו֣ה word of YHWH against you’. The only other occurrence of‘ ֲעֵליֶכ֗
by ַעל is in Zechariah 12:1, where the phrase occurs as part of a longer utterance at the 
beginning of an oracle. Here in Zephaniah, the phrase occurs at the beginning of what is 
termed the ‘oracle against the nations’ which stretches from 2:5-2:15.104 The phrase 

                                                 
101 Halliday & Hasan, Language, Context, 48. 
102 Brown & Yule, Discourse, 192. 
103 Halliday & Hasan, Cohesion, 318-319. 
104 Berlin, “Zephaniah’s Oracle,” 175. 
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serves to mark the start of the oracle, in parallel with ֗הוֹי ‘woe’ at the beginning of the 
verse. 

The second phrase ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה occurs more frequently, occurring 4 times, and 
keeps the thread of continuity going throughout the discourse and also indicates minor 
breaks (see section on structure). 

The third formula is placed at the conclusion of the discourse, forming an inclusio 
with the very first phrase. On many occasions in prophetic literature when ְיהָוֽה ָאַמ֥ר  
comes at the end of a unit, it forms a tail-head linkage with ה ְיהָו֣ה ָאַמ֖ר ֹּכ֥  at the start of 
the next unit.105 This latter phrase does not occur at all in Zephaniah. There are no other 
instances in Old Testament prophetic literature of רָא ְיהָוֽה ַמ֥  concluding a whole book. 
Here in Zephaniah it very clearly marks the conclusion. 

3.6.2 Lexical cohesion: The day of YHWH 
Lexical cohesion is very much connected with the main themes of a text as key 

words and phrases will necessarily recur. The major theme of Zephaniah is ‘the day of 
YHWH’ and the reiteration of this phrase and similar phrases contributes significantly to 
the thematic cohesion of the text. 

Related Expressions No. of occurrences References  

ְיהָוה)־(יוֹם  3 1:7, 1:14 (x2) 

‘day of YHWH’ 

ְיהָו֔ה ְּביוֹםֶזַ֣בח  1 1:8 

‘on the day of sacrifice of YHWH’ 

ַה֑הּוא ַּבּ֣יוֹם  4 1:9, 1:10, 3:11, 3:16 

‘on that day’ 

ַה֑הּוא ַהּ֣יוֹם  1 1:15 

‘that day’ 

ה ֶעְבַר֣ת ְּביוֹם ְיהָו֔  1 1:18 

‘on the day of the wrath of YHWH’ 

ַאף־ְיהָוֽה׃ ֖יוֹם)ְּב(  2 2:2, 2:3 

‘(on) the day of the anger of YHWH’ 

י ֖יוֹם קּוִמ֣  1 3:8 

‘day of my rising’ 

                                                 
105 e.g. Jeremiah 6:15, 33:11, Amos 1:5, 2:3. 
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יא ָּבֵע֣ת ַהִה֑  3 1:12, 3:19, 3:20 

‘at that time’ 

We can see from this that variations of the expression all referring to the same 
future event occur right the way through from the beginning to the end of the book, with 
a noticeable gap in the middle (2:4-3:7) around the oracle to the nations and the 
surrounding text. 

The expression ‘the day of Yahweh’ is not a new expression. It also occurs in 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, Amos, Joel, Obadiah and Malachi. Amos was probably the first to use the 
term and others used it later.106 The audience would already have had a mental 
representation of the concept which Zephaniah seeks to change. According to Amos 5:8 it 
seems that the people’s prior understanding of the day was that it would be something 
positive, whereas Amos brings a word of warning: ‘That day will be darkness, not light’ 
(NIV). This could be why Zephaniah takes great pains to emphasize that it is something 
to be feared. 

In 1:7 he first uses the expression ‘the day of YHWH’ which at this point is an 
exophoric reference. He then sets about expanding what this actually means, thus 
modifying the mental representation of the audience. He talks about a sacrifice, another 
well-known concept, in 1:7 which initially looks to be a positive event as YHWH has 
prepared a sacrifice and anointed the guests. It all sounds very good. 

P J Nel sees a ‘polysemantic pun’ in the use of the word ‘sacrifice’. The occasion 
will in fact be ‘no “banquet” but a slaughter of men’.107 In 1:8 the preceding expression 
‘the day of YHWH’ and the word ‘sacrifice’ from 1:7 are taken up and tied together in 
the expression ‘the day of the sacrifice of YHWH’ and there is a graphic description of 
the punishment that will happen at the feast using the anaphoric ‘on that day’ in 1:9 and 
1:10 and ‘at that time’ in 1:12. In 1:14, a new section, the full phrase ‘the day of YHWH’ 
is taken up again with the addition of ַהָּג֔דוֹל ‘great’. ‘That day’ is then described in a 
series of pairs with ‘a day of’ in verses 15 and 16: 

That day will be a day of wrath, 

a day of distress and anguish, 

a day of trouble and ruin, 

a day of darkness and gloom, 

a day of clouds and blackness, 

a day of trumpet and battle cry (NIV) 

This stanza, according to Nel, is probably the most classical description of the day 
of YHWH in Israelite literature.108 The first description ה  a day of wrath’ is‘ ֥יוֹם ֶעְבָר֖

                                                 
106 Smith, R. Micah-Malachi, 130. 
107 Nel, “Structural and Conceptual,” 159. 
108 Nel, “Structural and Conceptual,” 164. 
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fronted in 1:15 ( ה ֥יוֹם ַה֑הּוא ַהּ֣יוֹם ֶעְבָר֖ ) giving it prominence, and it is picked up again in 
1:18 in ה ֶעְבַר֣ת ְּביוֹם ְיהָו֔  ‘on the day of the wrath of YHWH’ in a further anaphoric 
reference. So the concept of ‘the day of YHWH’ is picking up new meaning, giving rise 
to new expressions to describe it, as it goes along. The expression also occurs in Ezekiel 
7:19 and ‘the day of wrath’ is used in Job 21:30 and Proverbs 11:4, so there must have 
been an existing concept of such a day. It is not clear whether this was already connected 
in people’s minds with the Day of YHWH. 

In chapter 2 the same meaning is expressed by a different word in the expression 
ַאף־ְיהָוֽה׃ ֖יוֹם)ְּב(  ‘(on) the day of the anger of YHWH’ in 2:2 and 2:3. In a similar 

pattern to what has happened before with the above expressions referring to the day of 
YHWH, first of all the expression ‘anger of YHWH’ is used before the expression ‘the 
day of the anger of YHWH’ is coined. This expression is also found in Lamentations 
2:22. 

From 2:4, in the oracle to the nations, the theme of the day of YHWH is 
suspended and destruction is not spoken of in these terms, presumably because it was not 
a concept which the nations would have been thought to have been familiar with. 

In 3:8 we find the expression י  the day of my rising’ which clearly refers‘ ֖יוֹם קּוִמ֣
to judgement although this expression has not previously occurred. The word ‘קום’ is 
used in many ways in the Old Testament to mean ‘arise’ in different contexts, including 
going out to war (such as Joshua 8:1). In Isaiah 28:21 ה ָי֣קּום ְיהָו֔  ‘YHWH will arise’ is 
found in the context of judgement on his enemies. The phrase is closely connected with 
the ‘anger’ previously mentioned (י  here with the first-person singular suffix) and ַאִּפ֔
 my indignation’, which is used instead of the previous ‘wrath’. Other writers also‘ ַזְעִמי
use this word in connection with YHWH’s judgement. In Psalm 78:49 all three words 
(‘anger’, ‘wrath’ and ‘indignation’) are used with reference to God’s punishment of Israel 
in the desert. 

Zephaniah refers to the day of YHWH in 3:9 by י־ָא֛ז  then’ and in 3:11 as ‘on‘ ִּכֽ
that day’, which are instances of structural anaphora.109 

‘On that day’ reappears in 3:16 but here it is used not in an oracle of judgement 
but an oracle of salvation. The words ַה֔הּוא ַּבּ֣יוֹם  must have had the effect of striking 
terror into the hearts of the hearers after all that had gone before, but now they are told 
not to fear and that YHWH the warrior is on their side. These words therefore now take 
on new significance. 

In 3:19 the anaphoric phrase ‘at that time’ reappears, previously found in 1:12, as 
the oracle of salvation continues and it is repeated in 3:20 as the final salvation of God’s 
people is summed up. 

                                                 
109 Wendland & Clark, “Zephaniah,” 29. 
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3.6.3 Lexical cohesion: repetition 
Zephaniah, as would be expected in a text of the prophetic genre, uses repetition 

frequently in an eloquent rhetorical style which produces a highly cohesive text. We will 
look at just a few examples of this. This will also strengthen our argument for the text 
being an integral unit rather than being pieced together at a later date. 

In 1:2 the second word of the oracle ף  I will bring to an end’ is taken up and‘ ָאֵס֜
repeated twice in 1:3 to connect the summary header with the details which follow. Then 
in 1:3 a word within the same semantic domain י  and I will cut off’ picks up the‘ ְוִהְכַרִּת֣
thread and carries it through to 1:4 taking it from applying to the generic ‘humankind’ to 
the specific ‘the remnant of the Baal and the name of the pagan priests with the priests’. 

This verb occurs several times, not only in this chapter but also in chapter 3, 
giving the overall text strong cohesion. The occurrences are as follows: 

י 1:3  and I will cut off’ (humankind)‘  ְוִהְכַרִּת֣

י 1:4  and I will cut off’ (the remnant of the Baal…)‘  ְוִהְכַרִּת֞

 they will be cut off’ (the weighers of silver)‘  ִנְכְר֖תּו 1:11

ִּתי 3:6  I will cut off’ (nations)‘  ִהְכַר֣

א־ִיָּכֵר֣ת 3:7 ֹֽ  and it will not be cut off’ (its dwelling)‘  ְול

As with the day of YHWH, it can be noted that the same vocabulary occurs in 
chapters 1 and 3, but not in chapter 2, where the supposed addressee is different and 
therefore different vocabulary is required as would be appropriate for that audience. 

4 Intertextuality 
As Zephaniah has so much material from other sources, we cannot avoid the 

subject of intertextuality, although we cannot explore all the references as Zephaniah has 
allusions to other books in almost every section. We agree with Berlin that it is important 
to take note of this textual world110 as it must have been known by the first audience to be 
rhetorically effective. 

No discourse ever occurs in a vacuum. There is always a cultural context, a 
historical context, a social context, a geographical context and a literary context or oral 
tradition to which the speaker or writer will make reference to engage his readers or 
hearers. If we ignore these contexts, we lose vital pieces of information about the 
discourse and we might miss the emotive impact that using such known information 
would have had. ‘Originality is not always a matter of what a person can create himself, 
but also, and as often, of how he uses material already present.’111 

                                                 
110 Berlin, Zephaniah, 13. 
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The Soviet philosopher and linguist, Mikhail Bakhtin, writing about the history of 
the novel in 1934-5, first spoke about the ‘dialogic’ properties of texts and the ways in 
which multiple ‘voices’ (ways of talking) are transformed and re-used each time a new 
text is written. The French scholar Julia Kristeva (1986) later coined the term 
‘intertextuality’ for the ways in which texts refer to and build on other texts.112 

If we look at places where Zephaniah has borrowed from other texts, it will help 
us, at least partly, reconstruct the mental representation the original audience would 
probably have had and help make the text more coherent to us. Zephaniah, as a skilful 
orator, chose to allude to such texts for a purpose, and we need to be alert to the 
connections people may have made in their minds when certain images were invoked. To 
mention every allusion would be a whole study in itself, but we will focus on a few key 
texts. 

4.1 Creation and Uncreation 
The first instance of intertextuality occurs right at the beginning and would hit the 

hearer or reader with startling force. The text involved is Zephaniah 1:2-3: 

ף ף ָאֹס֨ ל ָאֵס֜ ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה׃ ָהֲאָדָמ֖ה ְּפֵנ֥י ֵמַע֛ל ֹּכ֗  2 

י �ְוִהְכַרִּת֣ ף ם ָאֵס֨ ה ָאָד֜ ם ּוְדֵג֣י עוֹף־ַהָּׁשַמִ֙ים֙ ָאֵס֤ף ּוְבֵהָמ֗ ֶאת־ָהְרָׁשִע֑ים ְוַהַּמְכֵׁש֖לוֹת ַהָּי֔  3 

ם ְנֻאם־ְיהָוֽה׃ ָהֲאָדָמ֖ה ְּפֵנ֥י ֵמַע֛ל ֶאת־ָהָאָד֗  

NIV: 

“I will sweep away everything 

from the face of the earth,” 

declares the LORD. 

“I will sweep away both men and animals; 

I will sweep away the birds of the air 

and the fish of the sea. 

The wicked will have only heaps of rubble 

when I cut off man from the face of the earth,” 

declares the LORD. 

 
The audience would immediately have recognized echoes of Genesis 1, 2:6, 4:14, 

6:1, 6:7, 7:4, 23, and 8:8, the stories of creation, expulsion from Eden and the Flood.113 

We will take a brief look at the language Zephaniah used here to see how he 
deliberately brought to mind this passage. In 1:2 instead of using ָהָאֶ֑רץ for ‘earth’ he 

                                                 
112 Johnstone, Discourse Analysis, 139. 
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used ָהֲאָדָמ֖ה , which brings to mind the soil from which he created the first man, ם ָאָד֖  .ָהֽ
Zephaniah’s use of ָהֲאָדָמ֖ה in verse 2 leads neatly into his mention of ם  human‘ ,ָאָד֜
being’ in verse 3. 

The first creatures designated for destruction in 1:3 are humans and animals, 
which are grouped together. ‘The order in which items are listed for destruction is 
precisely the reverse of the order in which they appear in the creation narrative.’114 

The word for animals here is ה  which refers to livestock as opposed to wild ,ְבֵהָמ֗
animals. This could allude to Genesis 6:7 where God is speaking of wiping out what he 
has created by means of the flood ָא ה ָדםֽ֙מֵ ַעד־ְּבֵהָמ֔  ‘from mankind to livestock’. 

The word used for ‘sweep away’ is not used in Genesis 6 in the flood story. The 
words ף ף ָאֹס֨ ָאֵס֜  in Zephaniah 1:2 are found in Jeremiah 8:13 in the form  

ף ם ָאֹס֥ ֲאִסיֵפ֖  (NIV: ‘I will take away’, TEV ‘I wanted to gather’) where Jeremiah is, like 
Zephaniah, prophesying against the people of Jerusalem because of their sinful 
behaviour. In Hosea 4:13 the form פּו  is found in a prophecy against Israel, because ֵיָאֵסֽ
of whose sin all living creatures will die. Both of these references have a similar message 
to Zephaniah’s. 

The construction found here could be intended as an allusion to the similar-
sounding phrase in Micah 2:12, with an ironic reversal of meaning.115 Micah, using the 
words ף ף ָאֹס֨ ֶאֱאֹס֜ , very similar to the form in Zephaniah, talks about gathering Israel 
together, ‘gather’ being one meaning of the verb. The message of the verse in Micah is 
one of hope and encouragement, bringing in the remnant like sheep into a fold. The 
picture in Zephaniah, however, is in no way so reassuring, as it is that of straw being 
gathered for burning.116 It is possible that the audience would have both scenarios 
brought to mind by the combination of words used and would consider the implications 
of each one. 

4.2 Zephaniah 1 and Deuteronomy 
O Palmer Robertson highlights the many references to Deuteronomy in the 

background of some of the oracles of Zephaniah.117 In the first chapter alone are six 
references to Deuteronomy: 

Zephaniah 1:13 א ָבִּתים֙ ּוָב֤נּו ֹ֣ בּו ְול ים ְט֣עּוְוָנ ֵיֵׁש֔ א ְכָרִמ֔ ֹ֥ ֶאת־ֵייָנֽם׃ ִיְׁשּ֖תּו ְול  ‘They 
will build houses but not live in them; they will plant vineyards but not drink the wine’ 
brings to mind Deuteronomy 28:30: 

ִית א ִּתַּט֖ע ֶּכֶ֥רם ּ֑בוֹ ְולֹא־ֵתֵׁש֣ב ִּתְבֶנ֖ה ַּב֥ ֹ֥ ּנּו׃ ְול ְתַחְּלֶלֽ  

                                                 
114 Robertson, The Books of Nahum, 258. 
115 Berlin, Zephaniah, 72. 
116 NET Bible note, also Wendland and Clark, Zephaniah, 28. 
117 Robertson, The Books of Nahum, 254-255. 
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‘You will build a house, but you will not live in it. You will plant a vineyard, but 
you will not even begin to enjoy its fruit.’ The passage from Deuteronomy is in the 
context of curses which would come upon Israel in the case of disobedience to Yahweh. 
It is not surprising that this passage would be alluded to as it refers to the laws which 
were foundational to Israel, and the context of disobedience is one which is relevant to 
the situation Zephaniah is facing. He is calling to mind what the people should already 
know. He does not state all the curses which occur in the Deuteronomy passage but picks 
some key ones out. 

In 1:15 Zephaniah talks of ה ָצָר֣ה ֧יוֹם ּוְמצּוָק֗  ‘a day of distress and anguish’. This 
perhaps evokes thoughts of Deuteronomy 28:53, 55 and 57 which contain the phrase 

יק ּוְבָמ֔צוֹק ָך׃ ְלָ֖ך ֲאֶׁשר־ָיִצ֥ ֹאְיֶבֽ  ‘and in your distress which your enemy will inflict on 
you’. 

In the same verse Zephaniah talks of ֶׁשְך֙ ֥יוֹם ה ֹח֨ ל ָעָנ֖ ן ֥יוֹם ַוֲאֵפָל֔ ַוֲעָרֶפֽ  ‘A day of 
darkness and thick darkness, a day of cloud and thick cloud’. This must allude to the 
reference to Mount Horeb in Deuteronomy 4:11: ֶׁשְך ל׃ ָעָנ֥ ן ֹח֖ ַוֲעָרֶפֽ  ‘with black clouds 
and deep darkness’. This would evoke the scene of Yahweh’s terrifying glory as he met 
with Moses on the mountain while the people trembled below. 

In 1:17 Zephaniah talks about walking as blind men: ֙ ְלכּו ים ְוָהֽ ִעְוִר֔ ַּכֽ  which 
continues the theme of Deuteronomy 28’s curses: ‘At midday you will grope about like a 
blind man in the dark.’ (Deut 28:29). Then in 1:18: ‘In the fire of his jealousy the whole 
world will be consumed’ brings to mind Deuteronomy 32:21-22 ‘They made me jealous 
… a fire has been kindled by my wrath … It will devour the earth and its harvests’, which 
is from the Song of Moses, also in the context of curses because Israel was chasing other 
gods. 

Zephaniah was telling the people things they already knew, to establish common 
ground, but he also used what they knew to surprise them, as he turned things around on 
them unexpectedly. 

4.3 Zephaniah 3 and Deuteronomy 
In Zephaniah 3 the tone of the comparison is different, being much more positive. 

The first instance Roberts notes is in 3:5: אּ  ...ַצִּדיק֙ ְיהָו֤ה ֹ֥ ַעְוָל֑ה ַיֲעֶׂש֖ה ל . ‘Yahweh (is) 
righteous … he will not do iniquity’. This evokes the words of Deuteronomy 32:4 ֵא֤ל 

ֶול ְוֵא֣ין ֱאמּוָנה֙ יק ָע֔ ֽהּוא׃ ְוָיָׁש֖ר ַצִּד֥  ‘A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just 
is he.’ This is also from the song of Moses, where Moses reminds Israel of God’s 
character before lamenting over his people’s unfaithfulness. 

‘He will rejoice over you with singing’ in Zephaniah 3:17 is reminiscent of two 
verses in Deuteronomy, these being 28:63 which says ‘As he rejoiced over you to do 
good … Yahweh will rejoice over you to destroy you’ and 30:9 which says: ‘Yahweh 
will return to rejoice over you for good.’ The first verse mentioned, if the allusion was 
picked up on by the audience, could have brought to mind a hidden overtone of 
judgement but Zephaniah, maybe significantly, chooses to omit this here and concentrate 
rather on salvation. 
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Finally, Robertson compares 3:19 and 3:20 ‘And I shall set them for a praise and 
for a name’ and ‘For I shall set you for a name and for praise among all peoples of the 
earth’ with Deuteronomy 26:19 ‘And to set you high above all the nations which he has 
made for a praise and for a name’. 

It is possible that the resemblances to the book of Deuteronomy stem from the 
fact that the book of the law of Moses had recently been rediscovered under the reign of 
Josiah and was the centre of religious interest at the time of Zephaniah.118 

The fact that there is a backdrop of Deuteronomical thought to Zephaniah in these 
two chapters contributes considerably to the coherence of the book, linking the first and 
third chapters, as the audience would have been able to fill in the linguistic gaps from 
their prior knowledge of the overall context. 

5. Conclusion 
We have considered what discourse analysis is and how it overlaps with other 

disciplines. We have looked at the discourse of Zephaniah and considered possible ways 
of analysing its structure, looking at other scholars’ analyses and formulating our own, 
while recognising that there are different, valid, ways of viewing the structure. We have 
considered the reasons for the different options and why we have segmented the text as 
we have suggested. 

We have considered other factors which may prove relevant to our analysis, 
although not themselves directly related to discourse analysis, as they play a part in the 
construction and interpretation of a discourse. 

We have looked at the cohesion of the discourse from the point of view of 
participant reference and thematic coherence. We have shown that often participial forms 
occur when a negative evaluation is being given and active verbs occur where there is a 
positive evaluation, as well as occurring at climactic points in the discourse. 

We have also looked at the other parts of Scripture to which Zephaniah has 
alluded, to help us understand why he may have chosen those turns of phrase to evoke 
certain responses in the hearts and minds of his intended audience. 

Although some parts of the discourse have remaining questions due to textual 
difficulties and a lack of common ground between us and the author, we do not find any 
clear evidence to suggest that the discourse has been assembled haphazardly by different 
people at different times. We find that it is well constructed, it is coherent and its 
language is very persuasive. 

When communicating with an audience to try to provoke a response, a skilled 
speaker will first establish common ground with them by bringing to mind things they 
already know which are important to them. We can deduce from the text of Zephaniah 
that the author was a skilled orator and made use of texts or oral traditions with which the 
audience were familiar. Even today, although our culture is so far removed and our world 
view so different, the text, vividly written, is still capable of producing a response in us. 

                                                 
118 http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14146a.htm. 
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