
Zephaniah 3:4
Authorized King James Version (KJV)

Her prophets are light and treacherous persons: her priests

have polluted the sanctuary, they have done violence to the

law. 

Analysis

Her  prophets  are  light  and  treacherous  persons—religious  corruption

matches political depravity. "Light" (pochazim, ֹּחֲזיִם means reckless, frivolous, or (פ�

arrogant—prophets  who spoke their  own imaginations  rather  than God's  word.

"Treacherous"  (bogedot, �ֹּגדְוֹּת  (ב  means  faithless,  betrayers,  covenant-breakers.

These prophets betrayed their sacred trust, speaking "peace, peace, when there is

no peace" (Jeremiah 6:14, 8:11), promising prosperity while judgment approached.

They were nevi'ei sheker (נבְיִאֵי ש�ֶקֶר), false prophets speaking lies in Yahweh's name

(Jeremiah 23:25-32).

Her priests have polluted the sanctuary—the Hebrew  challelu qodesh (� �לְו חִל

means to profane or desecrate what is holy. Priests commissioned to maintain (קֹּדֶש�

holiness instead defiled God's dwelling through corrupt worship, syncretism, and

violation  of  purity  laws.  Jeremiah  describes  priests  handling  the  law  without

knowing God (Jeremiah 2:8), and Ezekiel details abominations priests committed in

the temple itself (Ezekiel 8).

They have done violence to the law—chamsu torah (ָתוֹּרה � uses the term for (חָמְסו

violent  wrong,  oppression,  injustice.  Priests  didn't  merely  neglect  Torah  but

violated it violently—twisting, perverting, and destroying God's revealed will. They

failed their fundamental duty: "The priest's lips should keep knowledge, and they

should seek the law at his mouth: for he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts"

(Malachi 2:7). Instead, they caused many to stumble by corrupt teaching (Malachi
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2:8).  This  comprehensive  religious  corruption—false  prophets  and  unfaithful

priests—left  the  people  without  true  spiritual  leadership,  making  judgment

inevitable.

Historical Context

The  religious  corruption  Zephaniah  describes  characterized  Judah  throughout

much  of  the  seventh  century  BC.  Under  Manasseh  (696-642  BC),  syncretistic

practices  infiltrated  the  temple:  altars  to  foreign  gods,  Asherah  poles,  astral

worship,  even child sacrifice in the Valley of  Hinnom (2 Kings 21:1-9).  Though

Hezekiah had previously reformed worship (2 Kings 18:4) and Josiah would later

do  so  again  (2  Kings  23:4-20),  the  priesthood's  corruption  persisted  beneath

surface compliance.

False  prophets  proliferated,  promising  peace  and  prosperity  regardless  of  the

people's covenant violations. They prophesied from their own hearts rather than

God's revelation (Ezekiel 13:2-3), driven by desire for popularity and profit rather

than truth. When true prophets like Jeremiah announced judgment, false prophets

contradicted them, assuring the people that disaster would not come (Jeremiah

28). This created theological confusion: whom should the people believe?

The  historical  pattern  warns  against  assuming  religious  credentials  guarantee

spiritual integrity. Priests and prophets can be simultaneously orthodox in formal

theology  yet  corrupt  in  practice,  maintaining  outward  ritual  while  violating

covenant  ethics.  The  New  Testament  addresses  similar  corruption:  Jesus

confronted religious leaders who "sit in Moses' seat" but whose works contradicted

their teaching (Matthew 23:2-3). Paul warned of those having "a form of godliness,

but denying the power thereof" (2 Timothy 3:5). Religious office never immunizes

against apostasy; it often magnifies accountability.

Related Passages

Ephesians 2:8 — Salvation by grace through faith 

John 3:16 — God's love and salvation 
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Study Questions

How can believers discern between true and false prophets/teachers today,

especially when false teachers use biblical language and maintain religious

respectability?

In what ways might contemporary church leaders "do violence to the law" by

twisting Scripture to serve personal agendas, cultural accommodation, or

institutional interests?

What responsibility do congregations bear when they tolerate or enable

religious leaders who compromise biblical truth for popularity, prosperity, or

power?

Interlinear Text

יהָ נבְיִאֶ
Her prophets

H5030

ים ִ ֹּֽחֲז פ�
are light

H6348

י אַנשְ�ֵ
persons

H582

וֹּת �ֹּֽגדְ ב
and treacherous

H900

יהָ ֶ �ֹּהֲנ כ
her priests

H3548

� �לְו חִל
have polluted

H2490

דֶש� קֹּ
the sanctuary

H6944

� ו חָמְס
they have done violence

H2554

ת�וֹּרהָֽ׃
to the law

H8451

Additional Cross-References

Ezekiel 22:26 (Word): Her priests have violated my law, and have profaned mine

holy things: they have put no difference between the holy and profane, neither

have they shewed difference between the unclean and the clean, and have hid

their eyes from my sabbaths, and I am profaned among them.

Malachi 2:8 (Word): But ye are departed out of the way; ye have caused many to

stumble at the law; ye have corrupted the covenant of Levi, saith the LORD of

hosts.

Hosea 9:7 (Prophecy):  The days of visitation are come, the days of recompence

are come; Israel shall know it: the prophet is a fool, the spiritual man is mad, for

the multitude of thine iniquity, and the great hatred.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Isaiah 9:15 (Prophecy):  The ancient  and honourable,  he  is  the  head;  and the

prophet that teacheth lies, he is the tail.

Jeremiah 5:31 (Prophecy):  The prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests bear

rule by their means; and my people love to have it so: and what will ye do in the

end thereof?

Lamentations 2:14 (Prophecy):  Thy prophets have seen vain and foolish things

for thee: and they have not discovered thine iniquity, to turn away thy captivity;

but have seen for thee false burdens and causes of banishment.
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