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NAHUM

Key verse: 1:15

“Look, there on the mountains, the feet of one who brings good news,

who proclaims peace! Celebrate your festivals, O Judah, and fulfill your vows. 

No more will the wicked invade you; they will be completely destroyed.”



1:1. “An oracle concerning Nineveh. The book of the vision of Nahum the Elkoshite.” Nahum saw the vision of the destruction of Nineveh. Probably he spoke of it near the time of the fall of the city which occurred in 612 B.C. That year Babylon demolished Nineveh to prevent rivalry, and here Nahum prophesied that that would come to the city by God’s design. From the study of the Minor Prophets we see that Nahum came after Jonah. This means the Assyrians knew God and that Israel was God’s own because of Jonah. Yet they oppressed the kingdom of Israel and so opposed the Lord. The Lord was proclaiming a war against Nineveh. That is the content of Nahum’s prophecy. 

Nahum speaks to the people of Judah. In his days the people of Judah began to question about God’s goodness and suspected God’s power and authority because they had suffered the threat of the neighbors, particularly of Assyria, for a long sustained period of time. They had witnessed the disappearance of their cousins, the northern kingdom of Israel in the early part of the century by the hands of Assyria. God sent Nahum to tell them that the mighty Assyria would fall according to God’s righteous judgment. For the people of Judah the prophecy was an incredible message which no one could believe would come true. The prophecy was incredible and unbelievable from another aspect as well. They would learn how true and unchangeable God is, for he still manifested his care for them though they alienated themselves from him.

Some people dismiss Nahum as a worthless book. They point out that it lacks depth and only entertains sadistic joy with the prospect of the misery of Nineveh. Some produce a pseudo-philosophy and say God is the Sovereign. The theological argument or the religious wisdom is all empty talk. I hope we come to believe and know God as Nahum did. He recognized God’s power and his presence are as real as the Assyrian power.

I. The Lord is awesome (1:1-6)

Verse 2. “The Lord is a jealous and avenging God; the Lord takes vengeance and is filled with wrath. The Lord takes vengeance on his foes and maintains his wrath against his enemies.” Nahum begins his prophecy with a general picture of what sort of Being God is. He perhaps studied Ex. 34 to deal with the seeming unending suffering of his people under the Assyrians. He learned there that God is a jealous God. This means God cannot bear injuries or wrongs. Though God for a time bears man’s wickedness, he doesn’t let man’s wickedness run over him. He learned that God is an avenging God. For sure God doesn’t possess the evil of man, such as jealousy or vengeance. Nahum means God is just and righteous. The vengeance is reserved for the unbelieving and despisers of God. He could see a clear picture of what would happen to the Assyrians and to his own people because God’s justice stands. He emphasized vengeance three times to assure Israel, whose suffering under the Assyrians was still going on even after a long period of time. The Lord is filled with wrath. It is not that God is boiling up inside or that he possesses wrath, but that he is a jealous, avenging God. He retains wrath as the Assyrians reject him and abuse God’s flock as if they are their subjects.

We gain an insight. God may seem indifferent. But where there is abuse there is God’s wrath. He waits for the sin of his enemies to reach its full measure (Ge 15:16). We should pray that God may help us to stand on the faith in God’s justice. We can easily give in to the temptation to take the matter of vengeance in our own hands or to give in to frustration and anger. We shouldn’t cut ourselves off from God.

1:3. “The Lord is slow to anger and great in power; the Lord will not leave the guilty unpunished. His way is in the whirlwind and the storm, and clouds are the dust of his feet.” God may seem slow to anger but he will rigidly demand an account of all the actions of men. As there is nothing hidden from him, so every wicked thing done must come forth; he will execute his judgment. God is slow to anger. God is ready to forgive (Joel 3:21). But the Lord will not leave the guilty unpunished. They are the same truths of God as we see in this verse. But we always misinterpret his truth. The wicked think they got a chance to do what they plot to do because God is slow to anger. On the other hand God’s children think God is indifferent. Opposite! When we are in sin we follow either foolishness. We should turn our eyes to the marvel of his creation. Then we will see that “his ways is in the whirlwind and the storm, and clouds are the dust of his feet.” When we see the dynamics of the gospel of Jesus Christ we can see the whirlwind and the storm of God in the spiritual realm against the power of sin. Then a frustrated young man utters prophecy.

Nahum is inspired and prophesies 1:4. “He rebukes the sea and dries it up; he makes all the rivers run dry. Bashan and Carmel wither and the blossoms of Lebanon fade.” Edom (symbolized as Bashan and Carmel) sided with Assyria and abused Judah. Because of that Judah hated Edom as much as they hated Assyria. But they couldn’t do anything with Edom. Nahum perhaps studied the Red Sea event in Exodus (Ex 14:22). The power of the raging sea is beyond human imagination. He saw that when God rebukes the raging sea it becomes calm. He saw that at his rebuke the great sea dries up. Nahum could see that the Lord is the Almighty. When he hides his face all his creations are terrified. When he takes away their breath, they die and return to the dust. When he sends his Spirit, they are created, and he renews the face of the earth (Psalm 104:29,30). He saw that Edom will wither and fade for the nation sided with Assyria against God.

Nahum now forgets about the trivial matters, such as Assyria and Edom, as he continues to describe God’s power and his authority. 1:5. “The mountains quake before him and the hills melt away. The earth trembles at his presence, the world and all who live in it.” It is contrary to nature that the mountains quake and the hills melt away. We cannot even imagine that kind of strange thing when we see mountains or hills. But Nahum teaches us the prophetic insight here that the mountains or hills cannot continue in their own strength, but that they are sustained by the favor of God. As soon as God is angry the mountains melt like snow and flow away like water. We should remember that Nahum is speaking the truth, not a mere allegory, that the arrogant and the disheartened together might be awakened and fear God. The world cannot for a moment stand by itself unless it is sustained by the favor and goodness of God. Since the solid mountains would be like snow or wax as soon as God manifests the sign of his judgment, what would the fate of men be like? They would vanish away as soon as God reveals his judgment against them. They will pass away like a shadow. 1:6.  “Who can withstand his indignation? Who can endure his fierce anger? His wrath is poured out like fire; the rocks are shattered before him.” Nahum is rebuking those who trust in their own strength. Even the mountains melt away. Even the rocks are shattered before him.

Nahum learned that the Lord is awesome. This was his secret to have a prophetic insight over the matter of Assyria and Edom. He no longer fights a dogfight or a catfight with his neighbors. Nor does he escape into fantasy of vengeance. We see the picturesque description of what perhaps went through Nahum’s mind in Psalm 39. “I said, “I will watch my way/ and keep my tongue from sin;/ I will put a muzzle on my mouth/ as long as the wicked are in my presence.”/ But when I was silent and still, / not even saying anything good,/ my anguish increased. / My heart grew hot within me,/ and as I mediated, the fire burned’ / then I spoke with my tongue./ “Show me, O Lord, my life’s end/ and the number of my days;/ let me know how fleeting is my life./ You have made my days a mere handbreadth;/ the span of my years is as nothing before you./ Each man’s life is but a breath./ Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro:/ He bustles about, but only in vain;/ he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it./ “But now, Lord, what do I look for?/ My hope is in you./ Save me from all my transgressions;/ do not make me the scorn of fools./ I was silent; I would not open my mouth, / for you are the one who has done this./ Remove your scourge from me; / I am overcome by the blow of your hand./ You rebuke and discipline men for their sin;/ you consume their wealth like a moth – / each man is but a breath./ “Hear my prayer, O Lord, / listen to my cry for help; / be not deaf to my weeping./ For I dwell with you as an alien,/ a stranger, as all my fathers were./ Look away from me, that I may rejoice again/ before I depart and am no more.” May we, too, be prepared for repentance.

II. The good news is proclaimed on the mountains (1:7-15)

1:7,8. “The Lord is good, a refuge in times of trouble. He cares for those who trust in him, but with an overwhelming flood he will make an end of Nineveh; he will pursue his foes into darkness.” The extreme severity of the justice of the Lord which shows in his wrath might give a wrong impression to men. So the Lord teaches through his servant Nahum that he is good. Goodness is his peculiar quality. Good is Jehovah, and this eternal quality surpasses all our knowledge and description. The surpassing goodness is known, however, to those who take refuge in him in times of trouble, who truly, and from their heart, hope in him. What does he do with those who devise their way to get out of his judgment? Not only does he destroy the city, he will end them. As we said in verse 1 the Assyrians knew God. But they plotted against the Lord by making an alliance with others to invade Judah. Therefore the plot won’t succeed. 1:9. “Whatever they plot against the Lord he will bring to an end; trouble will not come a second time.”
 
The Assyrians were full of fury, full of wickedness, full of fraud, full of cruelty. That was their thorns. They couldn’t control their fury. That is why they made alliances with those who hated Judah, such as Syria and Edom, to do evil. God will make them be destroyed by their own fury as vicious animals destroy themselves in anger when they can’t hurt others. They will be like a drunkard who destroys himself in his drunkenness. They will be consumed like dry stubble. In anger they rise, by anger they perish. 1:10. “ They will be entangled among thorns and drunk from their wine; they will be consumed like dry stubble.”
In the past Nahum could have been frustrated because the gangster nations allied together to attack Judah. He wished to have alliances but to no avail. But now he could see that their plot meant good news to Judah. They were numerous and powerful. But their alliance and plotting together meant the rejection of the alliance with God. Nahum could see that the more they plot together the closer the deliverance of Judah would be. 1:11-13. “ From you, O Nineveh, has one come forth who plots evil against the Lord and counsels wickedness. This is what the Lord says: “Although they have allies and are numerous, they will be cut off and pass away. Although I have afflicted you, O Judah, I will afflict you no more. Now I will break their yoke from your neck and tear your shackles away.” 

People still make alliances. That is how people do business. But we should learn to make an alliance with God. It is not easy. As we learn in verses 12 and 13 it is a courageous faith to hold on to the promise of deliverance. It is the act of resting on the eternal promise of salvation, which has been provided for us by the blood of Jesus Christ our Lord. Actually it is impossible to practice this faith by ourselves. But when we take refuge in the gospel in times of trouble we will learn the faith. Today this prophetic faith is often confused with the non resistance movement, which Gandhi initiated and Martin Luther King adopted. Underneath this non resistance is rage; in this faith is surrender to God. Non resistance requires endurance; we see hope in the face of ganged up abuse. We will blow up someday when we follow the non resistance movement; we will have salvation in this faith. At any rate, isn’t it wonderful that Nahum read deliverance when he heard the news of the alliance of Assyrians and others?

Israel might have thought that it was by chance, or by some fatal revolution, or through some other causes, that Nineveh had been overthrown when the news came true. They could be jubilant but that was meaningless. So here Nahum prophesies in 1:14,15 that they may hear the good news today. “The Lord has given a command concerning you, Nineveh: “You will have no descendants to bear your name. I will destroy the carved images and cast idols that are in the temple of your gods. I will prepare your grave, for you are vile.” Look, there on the mountains, the feet of one who brings good news, who proclaims peace! Celebrate your festivals, O Judah, and fulfill your vows. No more will the wicked invade you; they will be completely destroyed.”
At the time of Nahum all the roads had been closed up by the Assyrians, and hardly anyone dared to whisper. If anyone spoke of either peace or war, there was immediate danger to lose his life for the Assyrians had deprived the Israelites of the freedom of speech.  But those who should announce peace would proclaim it on the mountains and from the mountaintops. The Assyrians couldn’t hinder or stop it. We may understand the mountain in a literal sense. We may also understand it in a metaphorical sense to apply it in our situation. The gospel of Jesus is the chief of the mountains. When we are surrounded by hostility and wrapped up with troubles we should stand on the mountain and proclaim the good news, the message of peace. No one can hinder.

The Passover was celebrated anew under Hezekiah, and also under Josiah. This omission happened because of the wars. Now Nahum urges his people to celebrate their festivals. He urges them to fulfill their vows, that is, the offering of them and of their hearts. Considering their pressing situation under the threat of Assyria we learn here that such liberty is given to those who hear the good news. Nahum perhaps rejoiced in God himself. He was frustrated no more. What a grace to know the Lord who is awesome!

III.  How could the destruction of Nineveh mean the restoration of Israel (2:1-13)

Nahum speaks in 2:1-13 about the Babylonian conquest of Assyria. He prophesies here how the Babylonian conquest of Assyria was actually God’s design to restore Israel. 2:1,2.  “An attacker advances against you, Nineveh. Guard the fortress, watch the road, brace yourselves, marshal all your strength! The Lord will restore the splendor of Jacob like the splendor of Israel, though destroyers have laid them waste and have ruined their vines.” Nahum prophesies in verse 2 that the destruction of Nineveh is by the design of the Lord. The corresponding passage is in Isaiah 10:12, “When the Lord has finished all his work against Mount Zion and Jerusalem, he will say, ‘I will punish the king of Assyria for the willful pride of his heart and the haughty look in his eyes.” The Lord used the Assyrians to discipline Israel. Now the work is done and the time for their destruction has come. Was God unfair with the Assyrians? No. The Assyrians became proud of their own strength when they could ruin Israel and other nations. When they gained confidence in themselves they despised the Israelites. They despised the Lord and exalted themselves above the Lord of Israel. They crossed the line of God’s justice.

The war-like appearance of the Babylonians is described in 2:3-4. “The shields of his soldiers are red; the warriors are clad in scarlet. The metal on the chariots flashes on the day they are made ready; the spears of pine are brandished. The chariots storm through the streets, rushing back and forth through the squares. They look like flaming torches; they dart about like lightning.” Their shields were painted red, that blood might not appear. The soldiers wore red garments, that they might not be frightened in case they were wounded. The spears were brandished menacingly. The soldiers drove their war-chariots through the streets furiously and turbulently so that they looked as though they were out of their minds. They appeared like bloodthirsty beasts. The king of Assyria summoned his picked troops, yet they stumbled on their way. They dashed to the city wall with no success for the protective shield was put in place. The part of the city of Nineveh which was fortified by the river Tigris would be no help for the defense of the city. The river gates were thrown open and the palace collapsed.

Why would Nineveh fall like a cardboard box? Why were their lion-like warriors of no use? Why would they be unable to stop their ruin? Even though we may construct some theory today to explain it the sudden collapse remains incredible to us. We had a similar experience in the collapse of the Soviet Union in recent years. Why would the kingdom rise and wane? It is meaningless to say it is by God’s will in simplistic terms. We should be awakened to the faith in God’s sovereignty at least as much as we fear the police car when we drive on the highway. Also the metaphor of a lion gives us insight. To Israelites the ferocious Assyrians were like lions in the jungle and they helpless little animals. To God they were just wild beasts. They would be put to death at his decree. 

The description in 2:7-10 is the reflection of what is recorded in the annals of the kings of Assyria. They would receive what they had done to other nations.. “It is decreed that the city be exiled and carried away. Its slave girls moan like doves and beat upon their breasts.  Nineveh is like a pool, and its water is draining away. “Stop! Stop!” they cry, but no one turns back. Plunder the silver! Plunder the gold! The supply is endless, the wealth from all its treasures!  She is pillaged, plundered, stripped! Hearts melt, knees give way, bodies tremble, every face grows pale.”  We read the warning here. When anyone is against God’s justice God is against him. Assyrians had to learn to fear God themselves when they executed God’s just discipline on Israel, but they didn’t. Alas! They were carried away. Incredible is the prophetic insight! Their foolishness was the sign of God’s restoration of Israel.   “Where now is the lions’ den, the place where they fed their young, where the lion and lioness went, and the cubs, with nothing to fear?  The lion killed enough for his cubs and strangled the prey for his mate, filling his lairs with the kill and his dens with the prey. “I am against you,” declares the Lord Almighty. “I will burn up your chariots in smoke, and the sword will devour your young lions. I will leave you no prey on the earth. The voices of your messengers will no longer be heard.”

IV. Woe to Nineveh (3;1-19)

Nahum more clearly expresses in chapter 3 the reason why the vengeance of God would be so severe on the Ninevites. Their cruelty and their violence were unchecked and unlimited. Their success and their establishment was nothing but the pile-up of casualties of the victims of their violence. God rebukes their bloodthirsty greed as the lust of a harlot. 3:1-4. “Woe to the city of blood, full of lies, full of plunder, never without victims!  The crack of whips, the clatter of wheels, galloping horses and jolting chariots! Charging cavalry, flashing swords and glittering spears! Many casualties, piles of dead, bodies without number, people stumbling over the corpses— all because of the wanton lust of a harlot, alluring, the mistress of sorceries, who enslaved nations by her prostitution and peoples by her witchcraft.” The just punishment on the adulterous nation is shame. 3:5-7. “I am against you,” declares the Lord Almighty. “I will lift your skirts over your face. I will show the nations your nakedness and the kingdoms your shame. I will pelt you with filth, I will treat you with contempt and make you a spectacle. All who see you will flee from you and say, ‘Nineveh is in ruins—who will mourn for her?’ Where can I find anyone to comfort you?”

Nahum takes the example of Thebes to show that cities, the richest and the best fortified, come to nothing, whenever it pleases God. He preaches that anyone who trusts in his strength is a drunken man. 3:8-11. “Are you better than Thebes, situated on the Nile, with water around her? The river was her defense, the waters her wall. Cush and Egypt were her boundless strength; Put and Libya were among her allies. Yet she was taken captive and went into exile. Her infants were dashed to pieces at the head of every street. Lots were cast for her nobles, and all her great men were put in chains. You too will become drunk; you will go into hiding and seek refuge from the enemy.”
Nahum is not saying that there can be a strong fortress to endure God’s decree. Men may feel secure in their fortresses, but in God’s eyes the fortress is like a fig tree. When God decrees the fortresses become like fig trees. 3:12. “All your fortresses are like fig trees with their first ripe fruit; when they are shaken, the figs fall into the mouth of the eater.”  the hearts of soldiers become soft, the gates are opened to welcome enemies.” The soldiers, strong gates, brick walls, or the numerous soldiers or whatever the defense may be, all of them are of no use when God decrees. “Look at your troops— they are all women! The gates of your land are wide open to your enemies; fire has consumed their bars. Draw water for the siege, strengthen your defenses! Work the clay, tread the mortar, repair the brickwork! There the fire will devour you; the sword will cut you down and, like grasshoppers, consume you. Multiply like grasshoppers, multiply like locusts!”
When God decrees the merchants who accumulated wealth for the nation would use the same skill to strip the nation and run away. The strong and armed guard will use their strength to protect themselves and escape. The counselors of the king would use their wisdom to take care of themselves. The nobles would use their power to find safety. The people will be scattered to the point of no hope of restoration. Assyria will be the kingdom with no people. “You have increased the number of your merchants till they are more than the stars of the sky, but like locusts they strip the land and then fly away. Your guards are like locusts, your officials like swarms of locusts that settle in the walls on a cold day— but when the sun appears they fly away, and no one knows where. O king of Assyria, your shepherds slumber; your nobles lie down to rest. Your people are scattered on the mountains with no one to gather them.” Look at 3:19. God’s decree is fatal. “Nothing can heal your wound; your injury is fatal. Everyone who hears the news about you claps his hands at your fall, for who has not felt your endless cruelty?”

Conclusion and summary: 

As we close Nahum we are reminded of Jesus’ words: He said to Peter, “Put your sword back in its place for all who draw the sword will die by the sword” (Mt. 26:52). Assyria rose by the sword and was destroyed by the sword. “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (Lord Acton) and there was God’s judgment.

The Lord was the God of Judah, a contemporary “third world country” in Nahum’s days. Nahum reveals in his prophecy that the Lord is the almighty Judge who struck down the mighty Assyria. He was happy not only because of the fall of the evil empire. He rejoiced in the Lord for he realized that the Lord is God. He wouldn’t fear anymore.

In Nahum we also find a paradoxical effect of Assyria on Israel. Until Assyria emerged Israel lived in a small world lined by the Nile and the Euphrates. She struggled with the neighboring countries for centuries to secure her place in the region. Her understanding of God’s sovereignty, his grace and his essence was therefore based on her experience in the small region. Naturally Israel developed a faith limited in its scale, primitive in depth, small and narrow in its application. They were like the frogs in Aesop’s fable who thought the well where they lived was the whole universe, that is until Assyria appeared beyond the territory. Until the Assyrian invasion the Israel people fancied themselves with the idea that they were the chosen people, the model of all peoples on earth and the best race. But the Assyrians did not recognize them as different from other nations. Israel was just one of the weaklings, one of the inferior nations. This humiliation left a critical effect on the development of their faith in the Lord, and here in Nahum we can see the growth and expansion of their faith in God. They learned that the Lord is more than the God of the Middle East. For the same reason they began to see that the Lord alone is God. They got into the understanding of the fundamental of the Ten Commandments, the first of all the commandments, paradoxically through the humiliation by the Assyrians.

The Assyrian experience also opened the way for Israel people to get out of the racism. They began to see their neighbors with sympathy. We see the sign particularly in chapter 3 of Nahum. There is no mention of Israel in the last chapter. The prophet rejoices in the destruction of Assyria along with the nations who used to be enslaved (3:4). The nations would see the nakedness and shame of Assyria (3:5). “Everyone” will clap his hands at hearing the news of the fall of Assyria (3:19). Assyria left a good impact on Israel to make her a shepherd nation, that is, by God’s design.

As we look back we can understand the goodness of our God and his grace and his blessing. For him even Assyria was a tool for the growth of Israel. In the metaphorical aspect, therefore, we can understand that even death is the way to lead us to God. Indeed, there on the mountains, where nothing can hinder, is proclaimed the good news, the message of peace. Praise God!

