introduction to nahum

I. Introduction.

A. Nahum serves as the fitting sequel to Jonah, although it does not follow that book immediately in terms of Old Testament chronology.

B. Jonah is a book that graphically demonstrates the grace, mercy, and compassion of God, even on those that were deserving of judgment and destruction.

C. However, the proclamation of Jonah served to awaken the positive volition that resided within Nineveh, resulted in the salvation of many, materially altered the lifestyle of the Ninevites, and procured their deliverance.

D. Nevertheless, the spiritual recovery did not last indefinitely; within less than 50 years, the Assyrians would resume their predatory ways, conquer the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and take the inhabitants into captivity in 721 B.C.

E. It was following (perhaps some 60-70 years following) that event that Nahum records his prophecy of doom on Nineveh.

F. Although Jonah was commissioned to give Nineveh the chance to amend its ways and orient to God, Nahum does not contain a single indication that anything but destruction awaits Nineveh.

G. There is not a single word of comfort or sympathy for the guilty city, which had returned with a vengeance to the sins it had once rejected.

H. Nahum does not speak to the city of some ordinary disaster, like conquest at the hands of another power; Nahum speaks of nothing less than the annihilation of Nineveh.

II. Authorship.

A. Although some have attempted to prove that someone other than Nahum wrote portions of this book (which is not unusual among liberal, higher critical interpreters), Jewish and Christian scholars have long held that Nahum authored the entire book.

B. The title of the book comes from the name of its author Nahum, which is derived from a Hebrew root that means compassion, consolation, or comfort.

C. The name was not uncommon in the Mishna (the written form of the Jewish oral traditions), is also found in Phoenician inscriptions, and found once in the New Testament.  Lk. 3:25
D. The name is therefore, in a sense, symbolic of the message of the book, which is intended to comfort the oppressed and afflicted people of Judah. 

E. We know nothing of the life and times of Nahum, except for the fact that he is called an Elkoshite, which many have identified as an inhabitant of Elkosh.

F. The exact location of Elkosh has yet to be discovered; however, four sites have been advanced as possibilities.

1. Elkosh has been identified by some with the modern village of Alkush/Elkush/Alkosh, which is located on the Tigris River, just north of Mosul, and near ancient Nineveh.

a. This would suggest that the prophet was a descendant of one of the families of the Northern Kingdom, which had been taken captive by Assyria in 721 B.C.

b. Those that advocate this view support their claim by calling attention to Nahum’s very accurate knowledge of Nineveh and the Assyrians in general.

1.) Their polytheism.  Nah. 1:14

2.) The walls of the city.  Nah. 2:5

3.) The plundering of other nations, resulting in great wealth.  Nah. 2:9

4.) The violence and oppression practiced by the inhabitants of Nineveh.  Nah. 3:1

5.) Their cruelty in warfare and conquest.  Nah. 3:2-3

c. However, this knowledge was common in the ancient world; Jonah knew exactly what type of people the Ninevites were, had seen the city, and was acquainted with the violence and oppression that was practiced there.

d. Secondly, Nahum manifests a significant knowledge of No-amon (Thebes), and no one has suggested (to my knowledge) that he lived in or near that city.  Nah. 3:8-10

2. Another location that has been suggested is found in Galilee, identifying Elkosh as the modern El-Kauze.

a. This would tend to suggest that the prophet was a descendant of one of the families that had been left behind, following the destruction of the Northern Kingdom.

b. However, there are no geographic references to the Northern Kingdom to be found within the book.

3. A third view identifies Elkosh with the city of Capernaum, which means city of Nahum; this is based on the belief that Elkosh was later renamed in honor of Nahum.

4. The final location suggests that Elkosh is found in Judah, within the territory of Simeon.

G. As with many of the prophetic books, the issue is not the personal life of the prophet, his place of birth, or the location from which he writes; the issue is the message.

III. Place and date.

A. Given the fact that exact location of Elkosh is difficult, if not impossible, to determine, the location within Judah would seem to be the most probable.

B. There are no references to Hebrew kings, as there are in other Old Testament books, which would allow us to date the time of writing more accurately.  Isa. 1:1, 6:1; Jer. 1:2-3; Zeph. 1:1

C. Nevertheless, when the interpreter examines the internal evidence, and seeks to harmonize those events with attested historical facts, he may set a limit (terminus a quo and terminus ad quem) for the possible date of writing.

D. The primary internal evidence deals with the fall of Thebes in Egypt, which is referred to as an historical fact.  Nah. 3:8-10

E. Since No-amon fell in 663 B.C. at the hands of Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, the time of writing must be somewhat later than that event. 

F. Since the prophecy is clearly concerned with the destruction of Nineveh in the future, it could not have been written after 613-612 B.C., when Nineveh fell to the combined forces of the Medes, Babylonians, and Scythians.

G. This means that we can limit the date of writing to a 50 year period, between the destruction of Thebes and the actual fall of Nineveh.

H. The question that arises is whether or not the book is to be dated closer to the fall of Thebes, or closer to the destruction of the Nineveh.

1. If one believes that the reference to the collapse of No-amon is a near memory, a lesson that is recent, and that the prophecies concerning Nineveh are dealing with events in the fairly distant future, then he will date the book closer to the fall of Thebes in 663 B.C.

2. Therefore, if such is the case, a date as early as the decade from 660-650 B.C. is certainly possible (Maier, Patterson). 

3. Those who place more weight on God’s prophets as keen observers of the times, or who discount the force of predictive prophecy, seek to offer a later date, which is  closer to the time of Nineveh’s fall (Bullock, Craigie).  To some extent, they base this view on the imminent nature of the language in Nahum, suggesting that the end is near.

4. Some even attempt to date the book after the fall of Nineveh (Sellin), and some seek to place the date in the Maccabean era (Smith).

I. Conservatives usually assign a date to the book that precedes the fall of Nineveh, but they differ widely as to how long before 612 B.C. the book was written. 

1. After the fall of Thebes in 663 B.C., Assyrian forces largely withdrew from Egypt, since Ashurbanipal was more concerned with other problems within Assyria.

2. This allowed for the formation of Egypt’s twenty-sixth dynasty, which was in power from 655-525 B.C. 

3. Although the capital lay in the Nile Delta, Thebes immediately became an important administrative and religious center of the kingdom. 

4. The lesson of Thebes’s demise would take on increasingly lessened significance for Assyria after 654 B.C., as H.E. Freeman offers the following observation, “From the tone of the prophecy it may be inferred that the destruction of Thebes was a comparatively recent event still fresh in the minds of both Israel and Assyria.”
5. A civil war between Ashurbanipal and Shamash-shum-ukin, who was his brother and had been installed as King of Babylon, began in 652 B.C., and was settled in 648 B.C. after a bitter struggle and a gruesome massacre by Ashurbanipal in Babylon. 

6. After that, one might logically expect Nahum to employ a more recent example of destruction to the Assyrians, which would more likely be within their frame of reference.

7. Although it is an argument from silence, the closer one is to the actual destruction in 612 B.C. the more likely it is that the prophet would be able to identify the agents of destruction; this might imply a time before Babylon, the Medes, and Scythians had attained some prominence.

J. Rather than reflecting the situation during the latter years of Ashurbanipal, and those of his two successors Ashur-etil-ilani (626-623 B.C.) and Sin-shar-ishkun (623-612 B.C.), the book of Nahum presents its readers with a strong imperialistic Assyria (1:12; 2:13; 3:1), a nation that has repeatedly pillaged, plundered, and humbled others (2:11; 3:4,11), including Judah, whom Assyria has reduced to a vassal state (1:12b-13, 15; 2:2), and that has built Nineveh into a wealthy (2:11-12; 3:16) and seemingly impregnable fortress (2:11; 3:12). 

K. Conditions looked extremely bright for Assyria, but just the opposite for Judah. With this in mind, a date soon after Manasseh’s subservience to Assyria—during the depths of his apostasy and before his summons to Babylon (c. 648 B.C.)—and soon after the fall of Thebes (663 B.C.), while Ashurbanipal was pressing his claims to the full extent of the Fertile Crescent, seems most reconcilable with all the data of Scripture and history.

L. Therefore, it seems wise to date the book during the early reign of Ashurbanipal, before the war with his brother. A date between 661-654 B.C. would appear to be the time of writing. 

IV. Historical conditions within the Assyrian Empire leading to its destruction.

A. The reign of Ashurbanipal lasted from 668-627 B.C.; he ruled from Nineveh, which had become the capital of Assyria under the reign of Sennacherib (c. 690-689 B.C.).

1. Assyria reached the height of its power during his reign, during which a great library was built in Nineveh, containing some 20,000-30,000 cuneiform tablets.

2. Ashurbanipal, like others before him, maintained Assyrian might by military dominance and extreme cruelty.

3. Although he fought some nine military campaigns that advanced the sphere of Assyrian control or influence, from Persia on the east to Arabia and Egypt on the south and southwest, he was largely the heir of the accomplishments of the great kings that preceded him. 

4. Accordingly, Ashurbanipal could increasingly turn his attention to such internal matters as great building projects, religious pursuits, and the cultivation of Assyrian culture. 

5. His reign was the zenith of Assyrian imperialism, cultural flowering, and the socio-political system that spanned the length and breadth of the Fertile Crescent

6. However, during his reign, he conquered very little new territory, made hardly any military advances, but had actually lessened the influence of the Assyrian Empire.

7. Worse than even this, he had weakened the borders which remained, and had not erected fortresses, as had Sargon, Esarhaddon, and even Sennacherib had for the defense of the frontier against aggression. 

8. He had gained no new allies, and had shown no consideration or friendship for any people who might have been inclined to join with Assyria.

9. On the contrary, his brutality, was unsuited to this period; his position of growing weakness, his blood-thirstiness, and his destructive raids into the territories of his neighbors had increased the hatred of Assyria by others. 

B. Following his rule, Ashurbanipal was succeeded by Ashur-etil-ilani, who ruled from 627-624 B.C.

1. Following the death of Ashurbanipal, his descendants were not prepared for the responsibilities and pressures of supporting and defending the Empire.

2. Ashur-etil-ilani, who was the youngest son of Ashurbanipal, was supported by the chief eunuch, Sin-shumu-lishir, to take the throne in place of the oldest son.

3. During his reign, Ashur-etil-ilani was at war with his oldest brother, Sin-shara-ishkun, which effectively left Sin-shumu-lishir as acting king.

C. Sin-shumu-lishir, the eunuch who acted on behalf of the younger brother, supposedly reigned from 624-623 B.C., but was easily deposed by Sin-shara-ishkun after he had defeated his younger brother.

D. Sin-shara-ishkun, who was apparently supported by most of the populace as the rightful heir took power in 623 B.C. and reigned until 612 B.C.

1. No one is quite sure what happened to his younger brother, who may have been killed in battle, killed by Sin-shara-ishkun, or put in prison and simply forgotten.

2. Since there was no king in Babylon at that time, he assumed the title king of Babylon, which did not set well with the Babylonians.

3. He was later withstood by Nabopolassar (the father of Nebuchadnezzar), who established himself as king of Babylon; Nabopolassar was determined to rid Babylon of Assyrian rule.

4. After a series of attacks on Assyria, a combined force of Babylonian, Mede, and Scythian forces destroyed and plundered Nineveh, fulfilling the prophecy of Nahum.

E. The united Medes and Babylonians, led by Nabopolassar, laid siege to the Assyrian capital Nineveh in May, 612 B.C.  That siege lasted for three months, until the city fell in July of that year.

F. Ashur-uballit II then became king of Assyria; although he forged an alliance with Egypt, decisive defeats at Harran (609 B.C.) and at Carchemish in 605 B.C. spelled the final end of the Assyrian Empire.

V. Genre and canonicity.

A. The book of Nahum is composed in a lyrical poetic format, which many have considered to be Hebrew poetry of the highest order.

B. A careful analysis of the literary features of the book of Nahum reveals that the author was a great literary craftsman. 

C. Nahum uses many literary forms, such as simile and metaphor (Nah. 1:6,10), rhetorical questions (Nah. 1:6), irony (Nah. 2:1), satire (Nah. 3:8-13), an acrostic poem (Nah. 1:2-10), and more.

D. When Nahum employs literary devices as satire, rhetoric, and pronouncements of woe to predict the doom of Nineveh, his language borders on the use of imprecation and is reminiscent of the tone of many psalms.  Ps. 35,58,59,69,83,109,139

E. The question that arises is, as J. G. Vos points out, “How can it be right to wish or pray for the destruction or doom of others?”
F. A number of solutions may be suggested. 

1. The prayers are uttered by men of faith who are concerned not for personal vengeance but for God’s holy reputation. 

2. Such men wrote under the influence of the Holy Spirit and were looking at the whole situation from God’s point of view.  As Gleason Archer states, “As long as the wicked continued to triumph their prosperity seemed to refute the holiness and sovereignty of the God of Israel. A Hebrew believer in the Old Testament age could only chafe in deep affliction of soul as long as such a state of affairs continued. Identifying himself completely with God’s cause, he could only regard God’s enemies as his own, and implore God to uphold His own honor and justify His own righteousness by inflicting a crushing destruction upon those who either in theory or in practice denied His sovereignty and His law.”

3. Those calling for judgment shared God’s hatred of sin and longed to see God’s righteousness vindicated. Ps. 7:9, 43:1, 69:6  This is seen as well as several places in Job, Psalms, and Proverbs.

4. Some have pointed out that there is an evangelistic tone to the imprecation, which denounces the enemies of God and invokes His wrath against them.  This makes it clear that God cares for the souls of all people.  Ps. 58:11; Jonah 4:11

G. It is evident that Nahum’s outlook on the fate of wicked Nineveh bears a strong resemblance to that of those offering imprecations. 

1. It is a good Lord who must and will take vengeance, not Nahum or his people.

2. God’s sovereign authority and reputation for righteousness are at stake in Judah’s controversy with Nineveh.

3. Nineveh’s idolatry, rapacity, inordinate pride, and endless cruelty were so great that they called for divine intervention..

H. If Nahum’s words seem harsh, then, it is because he must use appropriate literary devices to express the seriousness of the situation. 

I. Every one of the 47 verses in the book has been attacked by higher critics; modern scholars suggest that at least one-third of the verses were written by someone other than Nahum.

J. The various attacks of the unity of the book are arbitrary, and do not have any real documentation to support them.

K. There exists a very clear unity of theme and development throughout the book, which results in a carefully composed and tightly structured prophecy that is unsurpassed by any of the writing prophets. 

L. The logical conclusion is that the book of Nahum is a unified literary piece, the product of one skilled author—the prophet Nahum.

M. The Hebrew text of Nahum is fairly clear and relatively free of major problems, and has been attested in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

N. In fact, there are so few problems when comparing the Masoretic Text with what was found at Qumran, that the book is a testimony to the amazing accuracy of the  work of the scribes.

O. The book of Nahum appears seventh in the list of The Twelve in every form of the Bible; further, its canonicity has never been seriously questioned by conservative interpreters.

1. The scroll of the Twelve contains the shorter prophetic books (Hosea - Malachi), which are generally referred to as the Minor Prophets.

2. This name comes from the fact that they are relatively short as compared to the Major Prophets, like Isaiah and Jeremiah.

VI. Occasion and purpose.

A. Following the mass conversion of the Ninevites during the time of Jonah, the city was granted a reprieve by God, which would last for some 150 years.

B. However, Assyrian conquests continued during this time, including the conquest of Israel, during which the 10 northern tribes were taken into captivity in 721 B.C. 

C. When the Assyrian army captured a fortified city, or even a village, they would destroy and take everything; trees that were in or around the city or village were usually cut down and taken back as timber. 

D. Date trees would be stripped, and then cut down, leaving only the stump behind so they couldn’t grow again; while other trees would be literally uprooted, and replanted back in Assyria. 

E. Farm lands would be stripped bare, any items of value among the people would be taken, and the temple's valuables such as gold, or silver, would be stripped off. 

F. The idols in the temple were transported back to Assyria, and paraded as weak gods that were not able to compete with the more powerful Assyrian gods.

G. The violence of the Assyrians continued under the kings that followed Ashur-Dan III (the king of Jonah’s day), which include Sargon II, Sennacherib, Esarhaddon, and Ashurbanipal.

H. It was during the reign of Ashurbanipal that it was revealed to Nahum that Israel’s God was still in control of human history, and still the sovereign of the universe despite all that had happened to the Northern Kingdom. 

I. Accordingly, Nahum writes his short prophecy to announce the doom of Nineveh, and ultimately the entire Assyrian Empire.

J. Secondly, he writes to bring a message of consolation to Judah, the Southern Kingdom, which had seen the ferocity of the Assyrian campaigns.

VII. Outline.

A. It has been observed that there is a chiastic structure that is quite evident within the book of Nahum.

B. A chiasm is a literary structure that conforms to the > shape, which is derived from the left portion of the Greek letter c (chi).

C. The chiastic structure within Nahum is as follows:

A  Assyrian king taunted/Judah urged to celebrate.  Nah. 1:2-15

B  Dramatic call to alarm.  Nah. 2:1-10

C  Taunt.  Nah. 2:11-12

D  Announcement of judgment.  Nah. 2:13

E  Woe oracle.  Nah. 3:1-4

D'  Announcement of judgment.  Nah. 3:5-7

C'  Taunt.  Nah. 3:8-13

B'  Dramatic call to alarm.  Nah. 3:14-17

A'  Assyrian king taunted as others celebrate.  Nah. 3:18-19

D. The following outline may be used for the purpose of analysis.

1. Superscription.  1:1

2. The destruction of Nineveh declared.  1:2-15
a. God’s nature explained.  1:2-3

b. God’s Warrior power illustrated.  1:4-8
c. God’s plan for Nineveh announced.  1:9-15
3. The destruction of Nineveh detailed.  2:1-13

a. A warning for Nineveh and a promise for Judah.  2:1-2

b. The initial attack on Nineveh.  2:3-5
c. The city is pillaged. 2:6-10
d. The lion taunt and the discredited city.  2:11-13
4. The destruction of Nineveh is demanded.  3:1-19

a. The first charge deals with Nineveh’s cruelty and violence.  3:1-3

b. The second charge employs the harlot taunt.  3:4-7
c. The example of No-amon (Thebes) serves as a precursor to the fate of Nineveh.  3:8-19

E. As with some other portions of the Old Testament, the Hebrew text does not always coincide with the English translation; the Hebrew text ends chapter 1 at verse 14 in the New American Standard, and verse 15 is the first verse of the second chapter in the Masoretic Text.
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