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Why are you scheming against the LORD? He will destroy you with one blow; he
won't need to strike twice! His enemies, tangled like thornbushes and staggering like
drunks, will be burned up like dry stubble in a field. Who is this wicked counselor of
yours who plots evil against the LORD? This is what the LORD says: “Though the
Assyrians have many allies, they will be destroyed and disappear. O my people, | have
punished you before, but I will not punish you again. Now | will break the yoke of
bondage from your neck and tear off the chains of Assyrian oppression.”

And this is what the LORD says concerning the Assyrians in Nineveh: “You will
have no more children to carry on your name. | will destroy all the idols in the temples of
your gods. | am preparing a grave for you because you are despicable!” Look! A
messenger is coming over the mountains with good news! He is bringing a message of
peace. Celebrate your festivals, O people of Judah, and fulfill all your vows, for your

wicked enemies will never invade your land again. They will be completely destroyed!*

It's week 34 of our 66 journey through the Bible, and we come to the prophet
Nahum. How many of you prior to this morning had ever heard of Nahum? See one of
the joys of being an associate pastor is that you get to preach on the subjects and books
of the Bible that the senior pastor doesn’t want to preach on (but that's okay, we're
singing all the “good hymns” this week while he’s away).

Nahum isn’t exactly the most popular book of the Bible, and it isn’t often
referenced. It's not a long book, just three chapters, written as a prophecy against
Assyria.

To understand it, we first have to get a handle on the historical context for
Nahum. The book paints a picture of the wrath of God that is to come upon Assyria and
its capital Nineveh. Assyria was located in what is now northern Iraq and was a major
player in the region throughout much of the history recorded in the Old Testament, with
Assyrian power reaching its peak during the 8" and 7™ centuries BC. If you recall a
couple weeks ago, God sent Jonah to warn Nineveh of his coming wrath, but the

Ninevites repented, and God relented.

' Nahum 1:9-15, NLT



Scholars guess that Nahum writes about 50 years after Jonah, in the late 7"
century BC, Assyria is the most powerful nation in the known world and back to its old
ways. The Assyrian empire stretches north into what is now Turkey, east into Persia,
south into Babylon, and westward through Syria, Israel, Judah, all the way down to
Egypt, with some regions enjoying a measure of independence as long as they paid
tribute, and others being completely controlled by Assyria. Being subject to the
Assyrians was fairly simple and clear, pay your tribute and support our king and
everything is fine. Don’t pay the tribute and there will be consequences.

Generally it worked like this: Assyria’s army would come to town every year and
demanding tribute and an allotment of troops for their army. If you refused to pay or paid
the tribute then later revolted, the Assyrians would go to war with you. When they won,
they would appoint a new ruler for your country who was from your country that would be
loyal to them, take away some of your territory, deport part of the upper class, and
increase the tribute you were required to give them, and station troops in your lands. If
you revolted again, the Assyrians would come back, remove your ruler, deport your
upper class, move a foreign upper class into your lands, revoke your independence, and
make your nation an Assyrian province.

As you can imagine, the Assyrians were hated and feared all across the Middle
East as they demanded tribute and impoverished nations and communities and
extracted tribute through violence and bloodshed, blotting entire nations and peoples off
the map and into the pages of history. They were known for the brutality, cruelty, and for
the injustices they inflicted on their neighbors, and - as we saw in Jonah — they were
hated; their neighbors wished for their destruction and defeat. By the time of Nahum,
the Assyrians had destroyed Israel and resettled Samaria, as well as forcing Egypt to
become a vassal state with the destruction of the Egyptian city of Thebes. Judah in
Nahum'’s day was left sitting precariously between Assyria and the Egyptian resistance,
knowing that failure to pay tribute to the Assyria would mean that the Assyrian armies
would come to destroy and resettle them.

Into this context the book of Nahum speaks, reading something like this: I'm
God. I'm big and I'm powerful, and you Assyrians are about to get what is coming to
you, because I'm coming to destroy you. That's chapter one. (Larry Bird?) Chapter’'s
two and three are basically God taunting Assyria, saying I'm going to do this, and this,

and this, and this. You'll try to do this, but I'm going to do this and this, and this, and



this. You'll try this, but I'll do this and this. In the end you will be destroyed, and
everybody will be glad that you are gone.

Not exactly the lovable, cuddly, let's hold hands and sing Kum-By-Ya God that
people like to picture is it? This is a God who has had enough, A God who is on the
warpath.

And yet, how do we reconcile the image of the loving, forgiving God that we like
to talk/think about with the picture of God that we find in the book of Nahum? Is it
possible that the same God who comes to us in the flesh is the God that we find in
Nahum? But both Nahum and Jesus speak of God's judgment of evil, of those who
oppose God, and of those who are guilty of cruelty and injustice. On the surface the
picture of God painted by Nahum may appear to be different from must of the rest of
scripture, but the themes found in Nahum are found throughout scripture.

As I've read through Nahum over the last couple weeks, there are three themes
that jumping out at me that | want to share with you today.

Nahum (and the rest of the scriptures) tells us that God takes evil seriously.
Without God’s judgment and justice, God’s grace wouldn't mean anything at all. God
could simply wave his hand and said, it's alright, don’t worry about it. But that would be
to make a joke of evil, to make light of evil, to dismiss it as being meaningless. If this is
how God responded to evil, then that our choices really wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t
matter how we treated our neighbors. It wouldn't matter how we treated ourselves,
because God would just brush it off, “just forget about it.” But even worse, that would
diminish the suffering and injustice experienced by the victims of evil, essentially telling
them, “eh, just get over it.” “It's no big deal.” God would make out human beings and
their experiences of life to be meaningless. Could we even say that God was loving or
good if he dismissed evil in such a way?

And while God does take evil seriously, Nahum tells us that the Lord is patient
and slow to anger. God is gracious. He gives time to repent, time to turn back, time to
change our ways. God gives us a savior, Jesus, who takes the punishment for our sins
and provides a fresh start and an example of how we are to live. But Nahum is clear,
God’s power is great and he does not let the guilty go unpunished. God does not brush
off or forget about evil, because God is holy and just and loves all the victims and
perpetrators of injustice alike.

To me the disconcerting thing about God taking evil seriously is the fact that the

line between good and evil is not so simple as we often make it; them=bad, us=good,



but rather that the line between good and evil runs right through me, it runs right through
all of us. Most of us can quickly and easily point out the good in ourselves, but at the
same time we have to admit that there are dark places in us where evil is alive and well,
creating a dynamic struggle within. (lllustrate struggle)

Paul wrote about this struggle within us in Romans 7, “I want to do what is good,
but | don’t. | don’t want to do what is wrong, but | do it anyway.” It is uncomfortable to
think about the evil within us, but if God takes it seriously, we have to take it seriously
too. We have to do the hard work of seeking God’s help to uproot the evil that within us
much of which is invisible to those around us. We are unable to achieve victory on our
own, but Christ has the power to free us from evil and the threat of judgment.

Thought Number Two: Throughout history the oppressed and other victims of
evil have cried out to God for relief. How long until justice is done? How long do we
have to suffer? How long until we are rescued? Throughout numerous Psalms, David
cries out “How long until you act God?” In Revelation 6, we read of the martyred saints
crying out to God, “How long until you judge the people who have done this to us?™
Next week in Habakkuk, we'll hear the question again, “How long, O Lord, must | call for
help?®

To all the oppressed to all who suffer and cry out to God, “How long?” “How long
do we have to wait?” Nahum offers a promise of relief, the hope that God will act, the
assurance that God will not wait forever. The clock is ticking. Evil will be punished and
brought to an end.

Nahum’s prophetic words came to fulfillment at the end of the 7" century BC,
when a coalition of comprised of armies from Babylon, Media, and Scythia go to war and
brought Assyria to its knees, capturing city after city, leveling its capital, Nineveh in 612
BC, and destroying the Assyrian empire forever. As Nahum predicted there was
rejoicing in not just Judah, but throughout the ancient world as the great oppressor had
been vanquished and destroyed.

Jesus (and the rest of the New Testament) speaks of a day when history will
come to a close and God will re-establish justice, bring evil to an end in an ultimate way,
and live forever with his people. God will act, God will not wait forever. There is reason

for hope, for God will bring evil to an end.

>Romans 7:19, NLT
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The last thought is one for the road: Usually we think of judgment on an
individual basis. | am responsible and judged for my own sins and you are responsible
and are judged for your own individual sins. However, Nahum, like many of the Old
Testament prophets, speaks of God’s judgment in collective terms. Assyria is judged by
God not because of the sins/injustice/cruelty of an individual, but because of the
sins/injustice/cruelty of the whole society.

Here’s where the Nahum raises questions for us to ponder: What
sins/injustices/cruelties are part of our society? In our cultural institutions and attitudes?
In our economic structures? In our political systems? In our government policies? How
do we ensure that our society and its structures and institutions honor God and value
human beings? How do we ensure that our society is characterized by justice and
kindness?

Perhaps the answer to these questions isn’t as difficult as we might think. Each
Sunday we pray the Lord’s Prayer together. We pray for God’s kingdom and that God'’s
will would be done on earth, what are we doing, both as individuals and as a community,
to bring God’s kingdom to earth and God'’s will to pass in our community and in our
society? What are we doing to ensure that the needs of those around us are met?
What are we doing to make peace and bring forgiveness? We must start in our own
lives, but with Christ within us we have the power to change the world.

200 years ago through the efforts of a group of British Christians led by William
Wilberforce the British slave trade was abolished. You may have seen commercials for
the movie “Amazing Grace” which opens Friday (playing in Hyannis) which chronicles
the campaign to abolish the slave trade.® This is but one example among many where
the Christians have come together and changed the world in which they live. We can do
it too as we seek to live out the Lord’s Prayer in our individual and community life.

So then, Nahum gives us reason for great joy — that God takes evil seriously and
will bring evil to an ultimate and eternal end — and also a reason for great trepidation —
because the line between good and evil runs through us and with God’s help and in the

power of Christ we must seriously deal with the evil within us and in the world around us.
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