The Word of the LORD to a Corrupt World:

Outline Studies in the Prophets Jonah and Nahum

Jonah 1

A good story starts at a cracking pace and leaves sufficient matters unresolved as to both invite questions and to encourage us to want to read on…. Such is the book of Jonah. 

Thus we are introduced to the prophet who had (apparently previously) preached a message of hope to the ‘bad’ king Jereoboam II (2 Kings 14). Does his name ‘Dove’ (for names were important in Old Testament times) hint that he was a messenger of peace, does his parentage ‘son of Truth’ highlight his call to witness for the LORD? Whatever, when called to declare the truth of God and offer peace to the city that, at the time, incarnated wickedness, he ran away.
 Why? We are not told here… and we best wait to find out if our question will be answered. More significantly, we are presented with a man who resigned his commission, headed in the directly opposite direction and did so to escape the consequences of his call (1-3). Thus, the scene is set!

And so the call of God sometimes comes to us. We too can reject it and run from the very place that reminds us of our responsibility and call… not a few leave one church for another (or for none at all) for similar reasons!
But the story does not give us much time for reflection! It races on. Jonah mutely (but, possibly, expensively if, as the text may imply, he bought the ship!) casts himself among unbelievers and ventures into the supposed sphere of the powers that are opposed to the LORD (for so the sea was viewed in ancient times)… possibly at a time of year when the outcome was fraught with danger. Does Jonah have a death-wish? Yet, for all his downward flight (note all the ‘down’ verbs in this part of the chapter), the LORD is the master of all, even the sea (4). However, while even the ship considers the seriousness of the situation (4b!) and the seafarers, well aware of the danger, take remedial action (5a), Jonah sleeps deeply (5b). We are not told why, but the ship’s captain deems it inappropriate: he should pray (6). The reality is, however, that he cannot; as we cannot when we are in rebellion against God… cannot and will not! Or if we try there can be no answer: to the unhappiness of rebellion is added the impossibility of fellowship.

Eventually the situation becomes so serious that the sailors conclude that the storm is divinely ordained (7): an intuition that proves correct and Jonah is forced out of his dumbness (he doesn’t speak until verse 9). Simply, and with apparent resignation, he ‘spills the beans’ (9,10). He is forced to acknowledge his calling but in the face of increasing danger suggests that the sailors provide him with an assisted suicide: clearly this is preferable, in his view, than repentance and obedience! (11,12) Are we intended to be struck by his shear folly… and ours?
Ironically, Jonah’s refusal to speak as God’s prophet, brings about the salvation of those among whom he finds himself (14,16). Meanwhile, Jonah passively accepts his fate (15)… or is it, for there is one greater than Jonah and more ready to pursue him than he is to follow the LORD (17)? Yet the provision of the fish is ambiguous: in the ancient world the fish symbolised the anti-God: to us Satan, the serpent! Has the LORD consigned Jonah, alive, to Satan?
At which point our story takes a deep breath… and so must we till next time! Yet there are lessons for us to learn even amid the ambiguities and lack of answers given in this chapter! When God speaks, we are expected to respond not to evade his call. Rebellion renders prayer futile and probably renders us mute and sometimes even not–believers recognise how stupid it is to run from God. Yet there is a greater theme that lies behind this chapter… it is that of the pursuing God: not yet, however, held out as a ground for hope but of urgent challenge. The LORD of heaven and earth (9) cannot, ultimately, be evaded by Jonah or you and me!
Jonah 2

If the book of Jonah were primarily intended to teach that we should not run away from God, it could happily have concluded at the end of chapter 1. However, we would still be left with the question, ‘Why did he run?’ and that question still remains at the end of the present chapter: a chapter that is itself leaves a lot of loose ends that anticipate further developments in the story.

The obvious thing that we note is that, in the jaws of hell, the mute Jonah becomes a fluent poet and composes a Psalm!: though much of what he says in fact quotes from existing psalms (except for 5b-6 which express the realities of his own situation). 

Yet, beyond these obvious facts, much is unclear. For example,

· when did he say this prayer? Is there a suggestion that it was only after ‘three days and nights’ (compare 1:17 and 2:1)? Was it ‘forced’ out of him?

· Jonah nowhere says ‘Sorry’: so does this song represent a real or deep change of heart or the words of one with their fingers caught in the sweet tin? Might the latter view be supported by his use of ‘borrowed words’?

· Jonah could be seen to view his deliverance as down to his prayers, rather than the grace of God: he certainly emphasises what ‘he’ did (1,2,7).

· Verses 8,9 are true, in and of themselves, but can read as a rather ‘hidden’ justification for his flight and deeply ironic in the light of 1:16.

· While we are told that the LORD commanded the fish to deposit Jonah ashore, does the fish vomit up Jonah because it is literally sick of his hypocrisy (10)?

In other words, it appears that Jonah has woken up to the fact that life is better than the death he had sought in chapter 1 and that death would bring to an end the possibility of fellowship with the LORD (3-6). He is also grateful that the LORD answered his prayer (1,2,7). Yet we look in vain for clear evidence of willing submission to the LORD and a deep repentance for his act of brazen disobedience: indeed we continue to witness (apparently) an element of self-justification for his earlier actions. His response to the LORD is partial at best!

Notwithstanding this, the LORD saves, keeps and delivers him… and this is, surely, the main lesson of the chapter. The LORD will simply not abandon Jonah to his fate (1:17), he will not allow him to experience the death he deserves in the big fish (2:1-9) and he has every intention to deliver him (2:10). For what and why we are not yet told!

Conclusion

Jonah does not come out of this story well! Only due to the undeserved love and grace of God is he delivered. Even in the experience of grace, his thoughts are primarily fixed upon himself and his arrogant self-righteous superiority over others. So why should the LORD bestow such grace upon the reluctant prophet?…we look for answers in the chapters that follow. Meanwhile, we too are reminded that none of us deserve the grace of God: for there are elements of Jonah in us all. Such is both challenging and comforting. How easy is it for us to presume upon the divine mercy and to view that generosity as something that we have deserved. But how easy, too, to conclude we are beyond the reach of such grace. The book of Jonah and the life and death of Jesus give the lie to both!
Jonah 3

We have seen that:

· Jonah, the prophet, seeks to evade his call to preach in Nineveh: even death appears preferable to faithfulness to the call (though we are not told what was the reason);

· Paradoxically, the words of the ‘mute’ and reluctant prophet, when uttered, lead to the salvation of pagans;

· Further, Jonah cannot escape the LORD: his sovereignty extends to hell itself;

· There, Jonah is forced, however, reluctantly, to acknowledge the LORD as the God of his salvation.

Thus, Jonah finds himself back at the beginning (2:10) and we are left with lots of questions!!! What is going on? What will happen next?
What happens is that:

· Without recrimination, with a minimum of fuss, the LORD repeats his call (1,2) and this time, however reluctantly, Jonah obeys (3). 

· Despite the starkness of the message (4, and in contrast to the repeated experience of God’s prophets among his own people) the vast number of the ‘pagan’, grossly wicked Ninevites (1:2) ‘to a man’ (from the least to the greatest) show genuine repentance (5-9, note especially 8b). 

· While the Ninevites repent in uncertainty, they receive certain mercy (as Augustine commented!, 10)

The way the story is told here is plainly designed to gain our sympathy. While Jonah may have understandably baulked at a ministry in such a dangerous and impossibly demanding situation, we are surely expected to celebrate:

· The grace of God to the most undeserving. Thus, warning and forgiveness are freely given to the most notorious ‘sinners’ of the ancient world;

· The responsibility of all to turn to him (‘pagans’ and even Ninevites)

· The mercy of God to each one of us when we fail ‘first time round’.

This is most fully seen in the light of Jesus’ cross. There the readiness of God to cross the gulf that separates us from him was seen in large pen-strokes. There the grace of God to intervene by warning and by action is wonderfully displayed. And there we still can turn and find a waiting Father, far more ready to welcome that judge, immeasurably more willing to set us right that to rebuke past failures.

Jonah 4

As the story of Jonah has unfolded, we have been introduced to one of the LORD’s spokespersons who (for some reason hitherto not explicit) seeks to evade the latter’s call upon his life. This proves impossible and, though Jonah might prefer death and hell than obey, he 

· Is forced to recognise life with God is better than death in hell;

· Experiences ‘salvation’ from death in a quite remarkable way;

· Receives a fresh commissioning to service without any divine recrimination for his past failure;

· Proceeds to undertake the task appointed for him and with quite extraordinary success. 

The reader is, understandably, excited! What an incredible God who in mercy and grace demonstrates he is far more willing to save than to punish and is ready to respond to the repentance of each and every one of the most abject of sinners! 

Thus, we are absolutely astonished (or ought to be) when we read of Jonah’s response. Bluntly, he tells the LORD that the reason he fled in the first place was his recognition that this is exactly what he expected would happen: he knew the LORD would be ‘gracious and compassionate… slow to anger and abounding in love’, one far more ready to forgive than to judge (after all some such had been repeated time and again in the confessions of the people of God). While Jonah doubtless affirmed such a belief,  quite simply, there was something about the application of this truth with which he did not approve and (consequently) he returns to his earlier death-wish, despite the fact that suicide was anathema to the people of God  (1-3). 

Students of Jonah have come up with all sorts of reasons as to why Jonah had such a problem… but we do best to let the story unfold so as to explain this remarkable enigma. 

With remarkable forbearance, gentleness and (perhaps) understanding, the LORD asks Jonah whether his attitude is appropriate (4). Petulantly, Jonah refuses to answer and (possibly hoping against hope) takes up a position that will give him a grandstand view of what takes place (5). However, it is Jonah’s need that is fore-grounded and we quickly learn that while Jonah has apparently given up on the LORD, the LORD has not given up on him and, rather than destroy the prophet (or allow him to self-destruct) the LORD shows mercy to him and seeks to enlarge his understanding ogf his ways (6a). 

The incident that follows leaves us with many unanswered questions. It might suggest that Jonah believes the LORD’s actions to be 

· either capricious: the LORD saves ‘on a whim’;

·  and/or applied beyond the limits of the reasonable and right such as to justify his opting out;

· and/or (possibly saying the same thing but in a different way) reflect a belief that that LORD’s mercy to him was proper but that such mercy extended to the wicked Ninevites was wrong  (6b-9)!

Whichever, it reveals that Jonah has a fundamental problem with God’s grace. Somehow or other, grace is to be limited to the deserving or must be dispensed along lines determined by the human perception of ‘right and proper’. 

The final two verses (9,10) are significant. The LORD makes no attempt to justify his sovereign freedom to ‘save’ those he will, but does emphasise that his compassion far exceeds the ‘right and proper’. Humankind and even beasts (the last word in the Hebrew text) touch his heart and prompted his sustained and every attempt to deliver them from his wrath. 

We do not know how Jonah responded, probably we are deliberately ‘kept in the dark’. For the question is one we ourselves need to ask and answer for ourselves. Specifically, we need to ask ourselves:

· do we realise that we are all objects of God’s grace?

· do we acknowledge the freedom of God to save all those he wills?

· is our perception of his grace one that is big enough to embrace us … and to embrace all?

The sacrificial self-offering of the Son of God on the Cross demands the answer ‘Yes’ to each of these questions. Are we ready to agree and live accordingly.

Nahum 1:1-8

A visit to the Assyrian section of the British Museum, especially an examination of the many carved palace reliefs, must convince even the most casual student of both the ‘might’ that was Assyria and its savage inhumanity. Despite the earlier ministry of Jonah (about 100 years previously) it had become probably the most brutalised regime of a harsh world and it was, at Nahum’s time, at the height of its status as the world power. Already it had brought about the downfall of the northern Kingdom of Israel (indeed it is possible, even probable, that Nahum was from Israel and in exile not far from Nineveh). Now Judah was merely a puppet regime and, under Ashurbanipal, Egypt too had been overcome and the mighty water-encircled and apparently impregnable Thebes had fallen (3:8ff) only a few years previously. At such a time the LORD spoke to Nahum and gave him a message that, probably, led to his death. It reads like a broadsheet that would have enraged the Assyrians and, doubtless, its perpetrator would have been sought out and liquidated). It would have also troubled the politically sensitive ‘at home’! It was not a wise message to declare.

At the same time, if the message was to comfort and challenge the people of God, it was necessary that Nahum offer a sufficiently robust theology to address the times. Thus, while he hints at the direction of his message (1:1), the present section is devoted to establishing (in a memorable way) his ‘theology’ of God that alone could help ‘explain’ the realities around him. At which point his words become relevant today: for too often our answers to global and individual distress amount to little more than platitudes that cannot bring either comfort or conviction.
Our God is so big… and so holy (2-6)

Nahum’s poetry is some of the most powerful imaginable. At its heart, here, lies a picture of the LORD’s awesomeness (3b-5). Three things are stressed:

* Even the most fearsome elements of nature (often, therefore, worshipped to appease them in the ancient world) are seen to be merely the rustle of his clothing as he passes and the dust dislodged by his footfall (3b).

* Moreover, those things which trouble the most stable things in nature (5a) and bring fear to the human heart (5b) are ‘merely’ evidence of his activity. 

* He is not a philosophical idea but a ‘person’ who is utterly sovereign (interacting powerfully with his creation:  even over all alien spiritual powers when they seem at their most hostile and effective, especially, 4).   

Yet bracketing this marvellous word-picture is another (2-3a, 6): he is awesomely holy. And there is a link. 

* It is precisely because it is his world that he is jealous and avenging over all who would despoil it (even if, in his patience, he does not immediately act. He is ‘great in power’ in his merciful and careful in his response to hurt). 

* Thus, he must wreak devastation on all that fails to honour his goodness. 

* When he does so, his judgment is terminal. Thus, nothing can reconstruct a shattered boulder. The use of repeated synonyms for wrath in the last verse is especially emphatic.

When either our own circumstances are ‘comfortable’ or we hide from reality, some of these statements may seem extreme. But in the furnace of injustice and oppression there is hope alone in our own trials and a word of warning that we can justifiably address to others. 

Our God is so big… and so holy …and our hiding place (7,8)

One of the lovely things about the Bible (and this passage) is the way it so often zooms from the global and cosmic to the individual and the intimate. Thus here the fact of the LORD’s cosmic sovereignty and goodness is seen to provide comfort for the individual. The LORD’s sovereignty is not that of a steamroller driver but of a watchmaker!
Thus it is that the LORD’s very goodness forbids that he should be anything other than a place of security in the storm: not least in the very storm that will overwhelm and destroy the ungodly. A decade or two later Nineveh was, indeed, destroyed (612BC) and engulfed in a ‘flood’ of sand and lost to sight and memory.

Here then is comfort. In oppressive times, when we may ourselves find the world of sin in tumult around us (possibly under the wrathful hand of God) there is intimate and ongoing paternal knowledge and care (all captured in the Hebrew behind ‘He cares’) to each of us who make it our aim to seek him.
But this is still robust theology: here is no fair-weather confession. It addresses the realities of a sinful world, it recognises that sin ‘messes up’ and invites judgement: a judgment whose consequences not even the godly can always escape. Yet, in the midst of all, there is a ‘home’: one who embraces us in the darkness and, as the Lord’s Table demonstrates has taken these experiences into himself so as to understand at the profoundest level. 

Nahum 1:9-2:2

The second section of this book comprises seven short ‘oracles’ that alternate between Judah and Nineveh. It therefore moves between encouragement and threat and delivers a message of great power that is as relevant today as ever it was 27 centuries ago. The LORD is unchanging! 

Four encouragements to the faithful

1) The apparent invincibility of our enemies obscures their worthlessness and vulnerability (9-10)

The thinking among Judah’s leaders were (understandably) dominated by the sheer immensity of the ‘enemy’. There seemed no chink to expose and exploit among the Assyrians. Keeping the head down seemed the best policy: even if it meant compromise. But the LORD invited them to reflect upon the inherent amorality of Assyria and recognise that such rendered it both valueless and, ultimately, self-destructive. To ally with such was folly.

2) While the LORD may use others to afflict us, he promises to completely remove them (12-13)

While it does not constitute a major element in Nahum’s message, there is a gentle reminder that present distress may be the consequence of the LORD’s necessary discipline. Yet such is remedial and, when the lesson has been learned, will have an end.

While there is doubtless an ‘eschatological’ dimension to Nahum’s words (and we need to recognise this and not get too this-world centred) there is every evidence in church history to bear witness to the fact that the people of God will always, ultimately, outlast their enemies. Such ought to be a considerable reassurance.

3) The LORD will restore the glory to his people, however weak they may presently be (2:2)

Thus, neither the strength of the opposition nor the weakness of the people is ground for discouragement. It is his strength and word that is the ground of assurance. The work is his. 

This should encourage… and also challenge. How often do we resort to ‘strength-building’ activities while failing to recognise the work is his. Without suggesting it is ever either/or, could our predeliction for self-help explain our contemporary ineffectiveness?

4) True freedom is to enjoy unfettered fellowship with the LORD (15)

However, the LORD’s deliverance is not to promote our self-service but to bring us into the freedom of his service and fellowship.

Again this is both an encouragement and a challenge. What motives do we usually entertain in our desire to see the glory of God?

Three warnings to those who reject the LORD

1) Wilful rebellion is to pursue vanity (11)

One hundred years earlier Nineveh had received the ministry of Jonah and had responded. Such had not been sustained. Despite their experience they had set themselves to oppose that which they knew. Indeed, there is a hint that they had deliberately allied themselves with the occult. But such an exchange was to replace true wisdom with an insubstantial and ineffective lie.

This remains true and is testified time and again at the individual and collective level. It warns us not to be seduced by the world’s unbelief. Syncretism is an ever present danger.

2) Political power, religious authority and over-blown self-esteem will inevitably be replaced by reproach (14)

They had built around them a worldview that rather than depend on the LORD had placed their security in self-help: whether the political, religious or psychological. Such would eventually be seen for the horrible thing that it truly was.

Such characterises our world: not least the rhetoric of the western world. Its tawdriness and obnoxious character will, at length, be revealed.

3) In the face of judgement physical and psychological self-help mechanisms will prove useless (2:1)

Thus, when push came to shove, these props would prove unavailing. Power and self-belief would prove valueless. 

Some hard-hitting stuff here! Perhaps this is why Nahum is neglected. Yet the microscope it offers is one that is also tinged with such hope: for the LORD is God.

Nahum 2:3-13

With great vividness, this third section of the prophecy describes the utter overthrow of the rapacious bully-boy; amoral Nineveh. Thus, come the end of the chapter, the silence of her messengers is justification for the one who brought news of peace (with which chapter 1 ended). Moreover, the silence of the LORD in 3-12, is ended in 13. It is he who, ultimately, determines the fate of Nineveh.

As we explore the application of the passage to ourselves, we note that, in particular, this passage focuses upon greed as the sin that lay at the heart of Nineveh’s world-view and practice and describes, 

* The characteristic marks of greed (11-12). 

These two verses capture vividly the effects of a life dominated by greed. We easily recognise them in our world. Three things are singled out

a) it is rapacious.

These two verses ransack the various words for lion in Hebrew. They effectively emphasise that everything about Assyria was ‘lion like’. Indeed, the kings self-consciously depicted themselves as lions: those animals with fierce, irresistible, predatory power. Yet, often they were depicted as slaying lions: thus regarding themselves as lions par excellence (11). Evil had become a virtue.

b) it is self-driven. 

Such arose from a desire for self-exaltation: for personal power and authority at all costs. Its motive was me, ‘her indoors’ and the ‘little nippers’ through whom I can fulfill my ambitions (12a). Such was achieved through destroying and plundering others. 

c) it is insatiable.

When it had more than enough it still needed more (12b). Those of us who know the human heart cannot be quick to point the finger at others. Moreover, greed for position, authority and power is endemic in the Christian church (and often hidden behind ‘sanctified’ language). Those quickest to spot it are, often, those who are most tainted by it. It is, however, the philosophy of the pit! However, note:

* The ultimate vulnerability of greed (7-10).

a) it lacks inner strength or moral fibre (10).

Nahum demonstrates a good understanding of human nature in this section. When stripped of everything it built its security on, the bully Nineveh is left with knocking knees and an ashen face: a complete lack of inner resources to build on.

 b) it is mercenary (7-9).

Nineveh was mighty, but its power was not secured by winning the hearts of others. When Assyria collapsed no command could secure obedience and those freed were the very first to plunder its wealth. All the support structures melted away.
History (even very recent history) confirms the truth of Nahum’s analysis. But the challenge needs to be brought nearer to home. What motivates us, where does our security lie, is our motive to win the hearts of others through service?
The inevitability of greed’s overthrow (3-6, 13).

Nahum envelopes this section with two statements that emphasise this. However, he makes two very different points.

a) every evil power does fall (3-6)! 

In this vivid picture of the impossible, the fall itself is described with absolute economy (6). No ‘song and dance’ here. Nineveh is no more! Nahum will make more of this in the following chapter, but the point is clear enough. Evil inevitably has its day. Moreover,

b) it is guaranteed by the world’s sovereign (13). 

The LORD is not mentioned and does not directly speak until the last verse of the chapter. Yet simply he speaks, as the world’s sovereign, and military, economic and political authority is destroyed; together with any religious sanctions that supported them. Nothing stands in the way of his righteous judgment.

 Thus to build our confidence on anything other that the LORD and that he is just and judge is folly. 

How then should we live? Confident that evil does not hold the final answer. As ‘servants’ not ‘lords’ of one another and of the LORD: building our security upon him alone and pursuing his righteous ends in life, church and society. Indeed, living like Jesus.

Nahum 3

A final oracle of judgment is addressed to Nineveh. Here, however, the focus lies on her having been the centre and stimulus for a dominating world-view that was opposed to the LORD (see 5 and compare 2:13). Such invites us to scrutinize our world and apply Nahum’s words to ourselves. 

Watch out! A hated world-view is about (1-7)
There is something paradoxical about this passage. On the one hand, the vivid destruction of Nineveh is once again described (2f.) and the violent nature of her oppression of others stressed (esp. 1). However, this was not how it appeared to many at the time. Nahum emphasizes that nations and people groups (4c,d) had been seduced, blinded to their enslavement (4). Nevertheless, eventually, the LORD would open blind eyes and in Nineveh’s destruction even he would find no mourners (5-7).

In a generation where we are dominated by one culture/world-view/super-power that is so seductively attractive we need to ask whether we, too, are being duped by an empire that (when its nakedness is unveiled) will appear violent, utterly immoral and whose passing will be universally acclaimed.   

Watch out! There are no special cases (8-13)
In 663 BC, probably scarcely 20 years earlier (since one suspects Nahum to have prophesied about 640BC), the Assyrians (under the still-reigning Ashurbanipal) had destroyed the well-favoured Thebes and subjected the other ancient world-power. This is described in 8-10. 

In the light of these circumstances, complacency was as helpful as the false and blind over-confidence of the drunk (11). Destruction would as certainly overcome Nineveh as it did Thebes (12-13). Nineveh needed to wake up, sober up!

Perhaps those of us who rejoiced at the sudden collapse of communism in 1989, should reflect that the fall of Moscow renders the fall of other empires just as certain. Thus, too, our over-confident posturings may be revealed for what they are.

Watch out! For no human resources can overcome the inevitable judgement (14-19).

Nahum indicates that Nineveh had done much to establish its supremacy. It had established a vast economic (16), military and bureaucratic (17) superstructure. Nevertheless, such would prove evanescent: however much effort was given to shoring it up (14). Not least was this the case because its leadership had become complacent in the absence of serious challenge (18). In reality, beneath these appearances, were individuals ready to serve no. 1 (16,17) and, implied (18,19), the LORD’s judgment was inevitable. 

Perhaps we, too, need a wake-up call. How easily we uncritically and complacently assume the status quo (or our ‘side’ of it) is under the favour of divine power and the condemnation of others is one from which we are exempt. How easily we, too, build upon our ‘might’ and interpret it as evidence of blessing and inviolability. How readily the mentality of the world becomes that of the Church.

Conclusions

A worryingly challenging book: no wonder it is ignored!  Yet it serves to remind us there is only one enduring kingdom and only one indestructible king. It alerts us, too, to the fact that it is not by power and might but by the Spirit of the one who came to serve and give his life as a ransom that we are to live and in whom, alone, there is security.  
� Assyria was, at the time, the most influential power in the ancient world and hopelessly, viciously corrupt.





