
Session 6: Nahum - the prophet who offered strange comfort

Of all the minor prophets, Nahum probably is the strangest and most difficult for us to read.
For a start, the book of Nahum is not directly about the people of God. Verse 1 tells us it is
an "oracle against Nineveh" and that immediately marks this book out as unusual.

We have already learnt quite a lot about Nineveh in our studies so far. Nineveh was the
capital of the Assyrian empire, the regional superpower of the day. It was to Nineveh that
Jonah was sent with a message of repentance about 100 years before Nahum prophesied.
We saw how the people of Nineveh repented at Jonah's message but the historical evidence
suggests such repentance was short-lived. 

Over the next century the Assyrian empire had expanded rapidly. Assyria defeated Egypt in
663BC  and  then  began  to  extend  eastwards.  Under  its  powerful  king  Ashburnipal  its
dominance seemed complete.  And although Judah hung on as a notionally independent
state, the people there must have wondered how long they had to put up with the might of
Assyria. 

This is where Nahum comes in. The name "Nahum" means consolation or comfort. In the
most graphic terms Nahum prophesies the destruction of Nineveh, and this is indeed what
happened in 612BC as the Babylonians captured the city. But what strange comfort Nahum
offers! There are, as we shall see, a few verses to console Judah in chapter 1 but otherwise
he presents a terrifying picture of a God of judgement. So how does such an understanding
of God fit in with our faith? How does Nahum speak to us today?

Let's look at chapter 1 - what is your immediate reaction to the passage?

The Lord is a jealous and avenging God (verse 2). What does it mean to say that our God is
jealous?

If you find that question hard to answer, look at the beginning of the Ten Commandments in
Exodus 20:2-4. The Lord is the God who saves and rescues us, for the Israelites from the
slavery of Egypt, for us, from the slavery of sin. He is the only one who is able to do this for
us. That is why we should have no other gods before Him. But when we do worship other
gods  and give  them the praise  and worship  that  is  due His  name,  the Lord  is  keen to
preserve His honour and His glory. That is why He takes action. He does not tolerate anyone
or anything that sets themselves up as a rival to Him. He will not stand by and simply let us
offer our lives to anything else, without there being serious consequences. 

Read the rest of verses 2 and 3. How do we understand the wrath of God? Is the idea of a
wrathful and angry only found in the Old Testament?

The answer to this question is found at the beginning of verse 3. Our God does not go round
randomly zapping people. He is in fact slow to anger because He wants to give us a chance
to repent - that's why He sent Jonah to Nineveh. But He cannot leave the guilty unpunished.
Ultimately sin and evil must be punished, if justice and goodness are to triumph. 



This is the same teaching we find at the New Testament. Look at John 3:16-18. In His love
God sends us a Saviour. He graciously gives us the opportunity to respond and to believe in
His Son Jesus. But if we decide to reject God's love and refuse to believe in Jesus, then we
will be condemned and subject to God's judgement. After all, a love which never punishes
sin, never penalises wrongdoing is hardly love. A parent who places no sanction on his or
her child is hardly loving.

Unfortunately, there is a serious translation issue in chapter 1 as the NIV 1984 inserts the
names of Nineveh and Judah in verses 8, 11, 12 and 14, and indeed if you look carefully
you will see the names are in brackets. The NIV 2011 rightly removes them as the names
just aren't there in the original. 

For Nahum there is no middle ground. There are those who trust in the Lord (verse 7) and
those who plot against the Lord (verse 9). Is this division too simple for us today?

Ultimately we know that there are only two fates that await us, depending on whether or
not we have believed in the Lord. The Bible teaches us clearly there is no middle ground
between faith and unbelief, and each one of us is either growing more in our knowledge of
the Lord or not. But Nahum was a Spirit-filled prophet given a special burden to declare the
judgement of God. Most, if not all of us, are not in the same position to make the same kind
of judgement. Our part is to make sure that we are those who trust in the Lord and make
Him our refuge (verse 7.)

Look at 2 Kings 21:1-6. If Nahum was prophesying about 650BC, what was life like in Judah
at that time? Why might Nahum's prophesy about the fate of Nineveh also be a warning
message to the people of Judah or indeed to us?

It's very easy to think that God's judgement applies only to other people. We can so easily
see the sin and the evil in other people. But the Lord is looking for evidence of faith in the
way we ourselves live our lives. If we say we believe in God but then turn our backs on Him,
worship other gods, follow the ways of the world, then we are putting ourselves in a very
dangerous position. Our faith has to have a direct, practical impact on the way we live our
lives, and we must never presume on God's mercy or take Him for granted. Sadly, this is a
warning too many churches and denominations have failed to heed.

Look at verses 14-15. What glimmer of hope does Nahum offer? Nahum refers back to the
vision of peace that Isaiah offered a generation earlier (Isaiah 52:7). At a time when Nineveh
was so powerful, and the king in Judah so wicked, it might have been easy for the faithful
remnant to despair. Nahum is in essence saying, "Hang on in there! Times may be tough,
but the promises of God still stand!" To that extent Nahum also offers consolation to us. We
may wonder where the world is going, we may be concerned about the future of our church
or denomination, but God's promises still stand firm. That is the hope we can take forward
into a New Year, no matter how bad the headlines, no matter how hopeless the world may
seem. So are we indeed being faithful living on the promises of God? That's the challenge all
of us need to consider.

  


