Nahum

As we continue through the Minor Prophets, we come to one of the least read books of the Bible: Nahum. It is only three chapters long, but the prophet’s opening line reveals why we do not cover this text very often, 

“A jealous and avenging God is the LORD, the LORD is avenging and wrathful; the LORD takes vengeance on his adversaries and rages against his enemies.” 

Nahum 1:2.  That about sums it up; any questions?

Nahum delivers the word of judgment to Nineveh that Jonah wanted to give. If God had given this word to Jonah, it is likely that he would have run to Nineveh (instead of hopping on the boat to Tarshish, being thrown overboard, and swallowed by the fish). Unlike Jonah, there is no grace period for repentance in Nahum’s message.

Nineveh was the capitol of Assyria, the empire that had conquered the Northern Kingdom, Israel, and taken them off into captivity in 722 B.C. We do not know much about Nahum – other than the introduction that is provided, “An oracle concerning Nineveh. The book of the vision of Nahum of Elkosh.” We do not know anything about his ancestry, about his life, or even where Elkosh was located. The only time the name “Nahum” appears in Scripture is in a genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3 (though there is no reason to think it is the same guy). 

Putting a date to Nahum’s writing is based on two events mentioned. The first involved the conquest of Thebes, the capitol of Egypt, in 663 B.C., and the other was the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C. 

Nahum declares the sovereignty of God over history and power; arguing against the pragmatism of accommodation to popular perception. This is not a book for the feint-hearted. Assyria was vicious and cruel to the nations it conquered. The judgment expressed for their atrocities is graphic.  (Nahum 3:1-7)

Ah! City of bloodshed, utterly deceitful, full of booty— no end to the plunder! The crack of whip and rumble of wheel, galloping horse and bounding chariot! Horsemen charging, flashing sword and glittering spear, piles of dead, heaps of corpses, dead bodies without end— they stumble over the bodies!  Because of the countless debaucheries of the prostitute, gracefully alluring, mistress of sorcery, who enslaves nations through her debaucheries, and peoples through her sorcery, 

I am against you, says the Lord of hosts, and will lift up your skirts over your face; and I will let nations look on your nakedness and kingdoms on your shame. I will throw filth at you and treat you with contempt, and make you a spectacle. Then all who see you will shrink from you and say, “Nineveh is devastated; who will bemoan her?” Where shall I seek comforters for you?   

The question you may be asking is, “Why is something like this in the Bible? What is the message we are supposed to take from this?”

God is sovereign.

Nahum proclaims with absolute certainty that Yahweh is sovereign over all creation and nations. Nahum compares what will happen to Nineveh with the atrocities Assyria committed against Egypt. (Nahum 3:10-13)

Yet she became an exile, she went into captivity; even her infants were dashed in pieces at the head of every street; lots were cast for her nobles, all her dignitaries were bound in fetters. You also will be drunken, you will go into hiding; you will seek a refuge from the enemy. All your fortresses are like fig trees with first-ripe figs— if shaken they fall into the mouth of the eater. Look at your troops: they are women in your midst. The gates of your land are wide open to your foes; fire has devoured the bars of your gates.  
It is a bold thing to proclaim from a citizen of a conquered nation. In human terms, it would appear that Nahum’s words about God’s sovereignty were hollow. 

But this is exactly where faith is important. Faith seems easy when things are going well. We all believe that God loves us when we are secure, healthy, and enjoying blessings. Faith is much more difficult when the world around us looks scary or things are going in a direction we do not want to go. 

Nahum describes his vision of the LORD with confidence that the conquering Assyrians would be conquered.  Nahum claims no part in the victory; that is, he is not urging Judah to revolt. Rather, the fight is the LORD’s. Nahum trusts that God will exercise righteousness and judge Assyria for the atrocities it has committed. God is sovereign.

God cares how countries behave.

All of Assyria will experience the consequences of God’s judgment, not just the leaders. Even though the judgment on Assyria will be for the horrible things they did to Israel, Nahum reveals that God will treat them as they treated other nations, 

Devastation, desolation, and destruction! Hearts faint and knees tremble, all loins quake, all faces grow pale! What became of the lions’ den, the cave of the young lions, where the lion goes, and the lion’s cubs, with no one to disturb them?  The lion has torn enough for his whelps and strangled prey for his lionesses; he has filled his caves with prey and his dens with torn flesh. (Nahum 2:10-12)
The point here is God judges nations as well as individuals. It matters what countries do. It matters how leaders make decisions and act. As we remember Independence Day on July 4, as we sing God Bless America, we also should spend some time reflecting on how obediently and faithfully we are following God’s commands. 

God’s wrath is terrifying; there is wisdom in “the fear of the LORD.”
The consequence of rebelling against God is judgment. To the rebel, God’s judgment is wrath: terrible and frightening. To the one who places their trust and hope in the LORD, God’s judgment is holy, true, and good. 

God’s eternal purposes will be served. God’s kingdom will reign forever, regardless of how things appear here and now. “For the LORD is restoring the majesty of Jacob, as well as the majesty of Israel, though ravagers have ravaged them and ruined their branches.” (Nahum 2:2). God established his eternal reign and restored Israel looked a little different than humans expected – through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus – however, make no mistake, his rule is firmly established.

Stock markets go up and down. Militaries conquer and then are conquered. Kings rise and then fall. Seen through the vision of the LORD, Nahum makes it clear that it is better to serve the LORD.

