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Nahum:  Why Does God Judge? Nahum (selected verses) 7/28/13 

 When I mentioned to one of our members that I was preaching on 

Nahum this week, she seemed puzzled.  I don’t think she had ever heard of 

this book of the Bible.  Have you?  If you haven’t, I’m not surprised.  It may 

be the most “minor” of the books in the Bible called “Minor Prophets.”  It is 

never used in the Lectionary readings, those suggested five Bible readings 

for churches to use each Sunday of the year.  Not once!  And since the 

central theme of Nahum is “You’re gonna die!” you can be sure it’s never 

found in any children’s picture books of the Bible, either! 

 I have preached on Nahum once before.  I was an Associate Pastor 

at the Vienna Presbyterian Church and I drew the short straw when we 

were preaching a series on the Minor Prophets.  I didn’t think much about it 

until I learned that the Pastoral Nominating Committee from a church I was 

interested in was coming to hear me preach on that Sunday.  Nahum 

wasn’t the kind of passage I wanted the committee to hear me preach on.  

But actually, it worked in my favor.  The committee said that if I could hold 

their interest while preaching about Nahum, I must be OK!  They eventually 

called me to be their pastor! 

 Nahum addresses harsh words of judgment to the city of Nineveh.  

Do you remember another prophet who spoke to Nineveh?  It was Jonah.  

Even then Nineveh had a reputation for such evil and violence that Jonah 

wanted nothing to do with it.  But God wanted to give them a chance to 
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repent and change their ways.  And they did!  But it didn’t last.  Nineveh, 

the capital of the Assyrian empire, was renowned for its immense wealth, 

plundered from the many countries it had conquered.  And it was known for 

its violence, mercilessly torturing and killing thousands upon thousands of 

captives.  Nahum refers to it as the “city of bloodshed.”  It was this same 

Assyrian empire that had overrun the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 723BC, 

taking its wealth and carrying its citizens into captivity where they were 

never heard from again.  By the time of Nahum, about a hundred years 

later, God had had enough.  It was time for judgment. 

 Listen to the opening words from chapter one. 

1An oracle concerning Nineveh. The book of the vision of Nahum of 

Elkosh. 

The Consuming Wrath of God 

2 A jealous and avenging God is the LORD, 

   the LORD is avenging and wrathful; 

the LORD takes vengeance on his adversaries 

   and rages against his enemies.  

3 The LORD is slow to anger but great in power, 

   and the LORD will by no means clear the guilty.  
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His way is in whirlwind and storm, 

   and the clouds are the dust of his feet.  

4 He rebukes the sea and makes it dry, 

   and he dries up all the rivers; 

Bashan and Carmel wither, 

   and the bloom of Lebanon fades.  

5 The mountains quake before him, 

   and the hills melt; 

the earth heaves before him, 

   the world and all who live in it.  

6 Who can stand before his indignation? 

   Who can endure the heat of his anger? 

His wrath is poured out like fire, 

   and by him the rocks are broken in pieces. 

 Ouch!  Here we find a view of God which may surprise or even offend 

us.  It’s quite a contrast from the view of God that Lou told us about in the 

story of another Old Testament prophet, Hosea, last week.  In Hosea’s 

story, God is pictured as a jilted lover, who desperately wants his beloved 

people of Israel back again, even though they have rejected and 

abandoned him time and time again.  His love seems never-ending.  In 
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contrast, Nahum describes an angry, vengeful, wrathful God, who will pour 

out his anger on those who have offended him. 

 The rest of Nahum’s book describes in detail the kind of judgment 

that is coming to Nineveh and the Assyrian empire.  Nahum talks about 

flowing blood and people stumbling over piles of corpses, flashing swords, 

glittering spears, rushing chariots, fire and flood, and times of desperation 

during a siege.  Twice, God utters the chilling phrase, “I am against you.”  It 

is now too late for Nineveh.  God is going to intervene in their history and it 

won’t be pretty.  “You’re gonna die!” really is the theme of the book. 

 Some people like to think that the idea of a God of judgment is an Old 

Testament idea.  That the Old Testament God was a God of judgment, but 

in the New Testament God is a God of love.  It would be nice if it were that 

simple, but it’s just not true.  There is plenty about God’s love and mercy in 

the Old Testament.  And Jesus talked freely about God’s judgment.  In fact, 

it is a major theme of his parables.  And the other New Testament writers 

refer to God’s judgment as well.  So, as people guided by the Scriptures, 

we have to deal with it. 

 Why does God judge?  Why isn’t he all-loving all the time?  Although 

Christian theologians have wrestled with these questions for thousands of 

years, a Calvin and Hobbes comic strip provides a pretty good answer!  
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Calvin is sitting on a swing at the school playground when Moe, the local 

bully, comes up and says, “Get off the swing, Twinky.”  Calvin says, “Forget 

it, Moe.  Wait your turn.”  Living up to his reputation as a bully, Moe hits 

Calvin with a tremendous punch, sending him flying.  Lying on the ground, 

battered and bruised, Calvin says “It’s hard to be religious when certain 

people are never incinerated by bolts of lightning!”  Something inside us 

instinctively knows that injustice is wrong and that God is responsible to do 

something about it. 

 The basic answer to the question of God’s judgment is that God is a 

God of justice.  In the case of Nineveh, a just God couldn’t allow the 

horrible, cruel actions of the Assyrian empire to continue without some kind 

of retribution.  That just wouldn’t be fair.  Listen to these words from the end 

of the book about Nineveh. 

19There is no assuaging your hurt, your wound is mortal. All who hear the 

news about you clap their hands over you. For who has ever escaped your 

endless cruelty? (Nahum 3:19)  Justice was about to be done and 

everyone was glad! 

In more modern times, those who suffered under Adolph Hitler, 

Joseph Stalin, Saddam Hussein, Pol Pot, Omar al-Bashir in Sudan, and 

Bashar al-Assad in Syria deserve justice.  The Bible tells us that God sees 
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the suffering of all people and is moved by it.  He will intervene, in this life 

or the next, to right all the wrongs that have been done.  That requires 

judgment.  And, I think most good people want to see that happen. 

 The Bible pictures a God who is loving, whose will for humanity is 

harmony and peace and wholeness.  “Shalom,” to use the Hebrew word. 

Sometimes, in order for that to happen, there must be judgment.  Consider 

the future, final judgment about which the Scripture speaks.  The time when 

each of us will be judged and our eternal future will be determined.  A 

loving God has planned a heaven without pain or deceit or gossip or 

violence for his creation.  But, if everyone were admitted to heaven as they 

are, there would be no heaven.  We would just keep perpetrating the same 

hurtful acts against one another that we do now!  So, only those who are 

willing to have their hearts changed can be admitted to heaven.  And some 

people refuse to allow that to happen.  As the writer C.S. Lewis once said, 

“There are only two kinds of people in the end, those who say to God, 

“Your will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Your will be done.”  

That is judgment. 

 There is always a temptation for us to make God look like we want 

God to look- a grandfatherly, Mr. Rogers kind of God who indulges and 

excuses all of our hurtful behavior.  But that is not the God we find in the 

Bible.  There we find a God who is good and loving, but who loves us too 
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much to allow us to continue in behavior and attitudes which are 

destructive to ourselves and others.  Who loves us too much to allow us to 

destroy the creation he loves so much.  Sometimes divine judgment is a 

necessary expression of God’s love.   

 Theologian N.T. Wright put it like this, “The biblical doctrine of God’s 

wrath is rooted in the doctrine of God as the good, wise and loving creator, 

who hates- yes, hates, and hates implacably- anything that spoils, defaces, 

distorts, or damages his beautiful creation, and in particular anything that 

does that to his image-bearing creatures.  If God does not hate racial 

prejudice, he is neither good nor loving.  If God is not wrathful at child 

abuse, he is neither good nor loving.  If God is not utterly determined to 

root out from his creation, in an act of proper wrath and judgment, the 

arrogance that allows people to exploit, bomb, bully, and enslave one 

another, he is neither loving, nor good, nor wise.”  Nahum’s prophecy is an 

example of the righteous judgment of God. 

 Now for Christians, the final word about judgment is found in the 

cross.  On the cross, the wrath of God against human sin was directed 

toward his son, Jesus Christ.  The payment for our sin was made in full in 

those moments of agony.  And we may accept God’s gift of salvation from 

our sin and the judgment that follows, committing ourselves to live as God 
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has created us to live.  Or, we may choose to continue to live on our own 

terms, defying the God who made us.  Judgment is real.  Choose wisely. 


