
“As followers of Jesus Christ, we all need to hear God’s voice. The good 
news is that we can hear His voice through all 66 books in the Bible. 
The Old Testament is a rich treasure of biblical lessons that lead us 
to know the God of creation and salvation. The authors of this book 
have dug deep and unearthed some of the great gems of Jonah, Micah, 
Nahum, and Habakkuk. Through this study you can walk with these Old 
Testament prophets as God unfolds His story of good news that ‘salva-
tion is from the Lord.’”  

Tim Dowdy, D.Min., Eagles Landing First Baptist Church, 
McDonough, Georgia, and author of Don’t Forget to Dream

“This volume of Christ-Centered Exposition bears the prophetic burden of 
illuminating the Word of the Lord so that others might see Christ more 
clearly. This is a worthy endeavor that should be applauded! There are 
many expositors in the church who are capable at the task of exposi-
tion, but what I commend to you today is that, just as the exposition 
should light a clearer path to Christ, so should the lives of the exposi-
tors do the same. What you will find in these pages is not exposition 
done in abstraction, but the Christ-centered focus of faithful men who 
reflect and apply these truths in their ministries, their families, and their 
own lives. This book (and this series) is a part of the clarion call of the 
apostle Paul for faithful men who have sat at the feet of Christ ‘to teach 
others also’ (2 Tim 2:2). Read this book, sit at their feet, and meet with 
Christ through these words and the Word!”

Benjamin K. Forrest, Ed.D., Department Chair, Liberty University 
School of Divinity 

“A very astute observer once quipped that you could easily identify the 
precise location of the Minor Prophets in many of our Bibles by look-
ing for the bright white pages along the margins. If this assessment is 
accurate, then our failure to turn to these pages for encouragement, 
wisdom, and insight only serves to rob us of some of the Bible’s greatest 
riches. To neglect serious study and reflection of the Minor Prophets 
leads invariably to an incomplete picture of God’s activity in redemptive 
history—namely the gospel of Jesus Christ. In their profoundly insight-
ful and immensely practical exposition, Exalting Jesus in Jonah, Micah, 
Nahum, and Habakkuk, Eric Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress 



show us why the message of the Minor Prophets merits our intrigue, 
attention, and obedience. This volume is far more than just a historical 
look back at the messages of the ‘ancient’ prophets. It is a practical look 
forward to uncover how the messages of the prophets speak to us today. 
The authors are not merely interested in helping us to see the ‘what’ of 
the Minor Prophets, they are equally concerned to help us see the ‘so 
what’ of their message. To immerse yourself in the writings of Jonah, 
Micah, Nahum, and Habakkuk is to grow more profoundly grateful for 
the grace-filled, liberating message of the gospel.” 

Mark A. Howell, Ph.D., senior pastor, First Baptist Church, Daytona 
Beach, Florida

“God graciously directs the lives of His people. The books of Jonah, 
Micah, Nahum, and Habakkuk make this abundantly clear. Through 
those prophets, God rebuked Israel for her sins, encouraged her in the 
face of her enemies, and promised her a coming Savior. This remark-
ably helpful commentary shows how we are to view God’s dealings with 
Israel through the lens of the gospel, and then make faithful application 
to the people of God today.”

Ken Keathley, Ph.D., senior professor of theology, Southeastern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, Wake Forest, North Carolina, and author 
of Salvation and Sovereignty and 40 Questions on Creation and Evolution

“What a valuable resource! Authors Redmond, Curtis and Fentress have 
provided a clear, practical, and helpful commentary that will bless and 
inspire. These biblical books are anything but minor and this commen-
tary shows us why.” 

Dr. Doug Munton, First Baptist Church, O’Fallon, Illinois, and 
author of 30 Days to Acts

“Each of the authors in this volume loves Christ and his Bride, and 
their love shows in this commentary. Each one carefully shows how the 
prophets point to Christ in a way that is both accessible and edifying to 
the local church. They also love pastors and provide a wealth of wisdom 
and textual insights to delight any preacher in his study. May this work 
lead many readers to worship the just and merciful Lord.”

Ronjour Locke, pastor of First Baptist Church of Brooklyn in 
Baltimore, MD



“The voice of the Minor Prophets is often neglected in the modern, 
evangelical church, and in so doing we squander a vast testimony to 
God’s faithfulness to His ever-wayward people. This volume mines the 
depths of these books in order to unearth the rich treasure they possess 
for followers of Jesus in our day. Through these pages you will see the 
astounding riches of God’s grace and mercy and the promise of the 
coming One who will forever deliver God’s people. May these words 
give us fresh appreciation and awe-struck wonder at the glory of our 
God.” 

Matt Rogers, Ph.D., lead pastor at The Church at Cherrydale, 
Greenville, South Carolina, and author of Aspire: Transformed by the Gospel 
(parts 1 and 2), Seven Arrows, and 30 Days to Deuteronomy: A Devotional 
Commentary



C H R I S T - C E N T E R E D

Exposition



C H R I S T - C E N T E R E D

Exposition



A U T H O R S  Eric C. Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress
S E R I E S  E D I T O R S  David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida

C H R I S T - C E N T E R E D

Exposition
E X A L T I N G  J E S U S  I N

JONAH, MICAH, NAHUM, HABAKKUK

O T  /  C O M M E N TA R Y



A U T H O R S  Eric C. Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress
S E R I E S  E D I T O R S  David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida

C H R I S T - C E N T E R E D

Exposition
E X A L T I N G  J E S U S  I N

JONAH, MICAH, NAHUM, HABAKKUK

O T  /  C O M M E N TA R Y



Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary: Exalting Jesus in Jonah, Micah, 
Nahum, and Habakkuk

© Copyright 2016 by Eric C. Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress

B&H Publishing Group
Nashville, Tennessee
All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-08054-9653-6

Dewey Decimal Classification: 220.7
Subject Heading: BIBLE. N.T. JONAH, MICAH, NAHUM, HABAKKUK—

COMMENTARIES\JESUS CHRIST

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are from the Holman 
Christian Standard Bible® Copyright 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2009 by 

Holman Bible Publishers. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked ESV are from The Holy Bible, English 
Standard Version, copyright ©2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good 

News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the NEW AMERICAN 
STANDARD BIBLE®, Copyright © 1960,1962,1963,1968,1971,1972,1973, 

1975,1977,1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked NIV 1984 are from the Holy Bible, New 
International Version, copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible 

Society. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

Printed in the United States of America
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 • 21 20 19 18 17 16

VP



SERIES DEDICATION

Dedicated to Adrian Rogers and John Piper. They have taught us to love 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, to preach the Bible as the inerrant Word of 
God, to pastor the church for which our Savior died, and to have a pas-
sion to see all nations gladly worship the Lamb.

—David Platt, Tony Merida, and Danny Akin
March 2013





AUTHORS’ DEDICATIONS

To Pamela, my Autumn,
with whom there has never been a winter

and to Elliott E. Johnson,
a man whose friendship, mentorship, and scholarship 

are of great meaning and significance to me

and to the members of Reformation Alive Baptist Church,  
Temple Hills, MD

and New Canaan Baptist Church, Washington, DC,
together with whom we traversed Jonah’s waters,

with thanksgiving for you
—Eric C. Redmond

To Linda, my beloved wife of 30 years, 
Proverbs 31:29
—Ken Fentress

For Cherie and Cassie,
who inspire me to act justly, to love faithfulness,  

and to walk humbly with my God
—Bill Curtis





xiii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Series Introduction  xv

Jonah
Commentary by Eric C. Redmond

A Rebel and the Storm-Making God 1:1-6 3
Lot Casters and the Idol-Smashing God 1:7-17 15
A Thankful Man and the Fish-Saving God 2:1-10 26
The Preacher of Doom and the Merciful God 3:1-10 37
The Angry Shade Lover and the  
 Cattle-Saving God 4:1-11 50
Appendix 1  62
Appendix 2  64
Appendix 3  66

Micah
Commentary by Bill Curtis

Rebellion in the Kingdom—Part One 1:1-16 69
Rebellion in the Kingdom—Part Two 2:1-13 81
Rebellion in the Kingdom—Part Three 3:1-12 92
Rebirth in the Kingdom 4:1-13 102
Rise of the King 5:1-15 111
Response to the King 6:1-16 120
Return of the King 7:1-20 130

Nahum
Commentary by Ken Fentress

Introduction to the Prophet Nahum 1:1 141
An Oracle of Divine Reassurance for Judah 1:2-15 149



Christ-Centered Exposition Commentaryxiv

An Oracle of Divine Retribution for Assyria 2:1-13 160
An Oracle of Divine Reckoning for Nineveh 3:1-19 169

Habakkuk
Commentary by Ken Fentress

Introduction to the Prophet Habakkuk 1:1 181
The Perplexities of the Prophet Habakkuk 1:2–2:20 185
The Piety of the Prophet Habakkuk 3:1-19 206

Works Cited  212
Scripture Index  215



xv

SERIES INTRODUCTION

Augustine said, “Where Scripture speaks, God speaks.” The editors of 
the Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary series believe that where 

God speaks, the pastor must speak. God speaks through His written Word. 
We must speak from that Word. We believe the Bible is God breathed, 
authoritative, inerrant, sufficient, understandable, necessary, and timeless. 
We also affirm that the Bible is a Christ-centered book; that is, it contains 
a unified story of redemptive history of which Jesus is the hero. Because 
of this Christ-centered trajectory that runs from Genesis 1 through 
Revelation 22, we believe the Bible has a corresponding global-missions 
thrust. From beginning to end, we see God’s mission as one of making 
worshipers of Christ from every tribe and tongue worked out through this 
redemptive drama in Scripture. To that end we must preach the Word.

In addition to these distinct convictions, the Christ-Centered 
Exposition Commentary series has some distinguishing characteristics. 
First, this series seeks to display exegetical accuracy. What the Bible says 
is what we want to say. While not every volume in the series will be a 
verse-by-verse commentary, we nevertheless desire to handle the text 
carefully and explain it rightly. Those who teach and preach bear the 
heavy responsibility of saying what God has said in His Word and declar-
ing what God has done in Christ. We desire to handle God’s Word faith-
fully, knowing that we must give an account for how we have fulfilled 
this holy calling (Jas 3:1).

Second, the Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary series has 
pastors in view. While we hope others will read this series, such as par-
ents, teachers, small-group leaders, and student ministers, we desire to 
provide a commentary busy pastors will use for weekly preparation of 
biblically faithful and gospel-saturated sermons. This series is not aca-
demic in nature. Our aim is to present a readable and pastoral style of 
commentaries. We believe this aim will serve the church of the Lord 
Jesus Christ.
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Third, we want the Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary series 
to be known for the inclusion of helpful illustrations and theologically 
driven applications. Many commentaries offer no help in illustrations, 
and few offer any kind of help in application. Often those that do offer 
illustrative material and application unfortunately give little serious 
attention to the text. While giving ourselves primarily to explanation, 
we also hope to serve readers by providing inspiring and illuminating 
illustrations coupled with timely and timeless application.

Finally, as the name suggests, the editors seek to exalt Jesus from 
every book of the Bible. In saying this, we are not commending wild alle-
gory or fanciful typology. We certainly believe we must be constrained to 
the meaning intended by the divine Author Himself, the Holy Spirit of 
God. However, we also believe the Bible has a messianic focus, and our 
hope is that the individual authors will exalt Christ from particular texts. 
Luke 24:25-27,44-47 and John 5:39,46 inform both our hermeneutics 
and our homiletics. Not every author will do this the same way or have 
the same degree of Christ-centered emphasis. That is fine with us. We 
believe faithful exposition that is Christ centered is not monolithic. We do 
believe, however, that we must read the whole Bible as Christian Scripture. 
Therefore, our aim is both to honor the historical particularity of each 
biblical passage and to highlight its intrinsic connection to the Redeemer.

The editors are indebted to the contributors of each volume. The 
reader will detect a unique style from each writer, and we celebrate 
these unique gifts and traits. While distinctive in their approaches, the 
authors share a common characteristic in that they are pastoral theolo-
gians. They love the church, and they regularly preach and teach God’s 
Word to God’s people. Further, many of these contributors are younger 
voices. We think these new, fresh voices can serve the church well, espe-
cially among a rising generation that has the task of proclaiming the 
Word of Christ and the Christ of the Word to the lost world.

We hope and pray this series will serve the body of Christ well in 
these ways until our Savior returns in glory. If it does, we will have suc-
ceeded in our assignment.

David Platt
Daniel L. Akin

Tony Merida
Series Editors

February 2013
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A Rebel and the Storm-Making God

JONAH 1:1-6

Main Idea: Jonah’s simple disobedience to the word of the Lord to go 
to Nineveh becomes comfortable indifference in spite of the threat of 
God’s wrath against the idol-worshiping mariners traveling with him.

I. A Revealing Cultural History of Jonah
 A. Jonah is a familiar story.
 B. Jonah is the subject of debate over its historical factuality.
 C. Jonah also is an important piece of American church culture.
II. Rebellion Leads to Complete Rejection of God (1:1-2).
III. Rebellion Invites the Wrath of God (1:4-5).
IV. Rebellion Denies Sinners the Hope of God (1:6).
V. Application

There are many reasons the average believer does not consistently 
share his faith with unsaved people within his sphere of influence: 

• We work in hostile environments where we think that to share 
our faith could harm our camaraderie or promotions; 

• Our relatives or classmates would ridicule us as being too holy 
for modern sensibilities; 

• We are not sure that we would have answers to questions 
raised by a non-Christian (although we actually might have 
some answers, but we don’t know what they will ask if we never 
attempt to talk to them about Jesus); or

• We are just plain scared. 

Usually that last excuse is the most likely one, taking the form of “I 
just don’t have the time right now,” or “It will be OK if I just leave a tract 
and don’t say anything,” or “If they hear my Christian music playing, 
maybe they will ask me about church.” But scared by another name still is 
just plain ol’ scared, and it is just another excuse.

There is, however, one really good reason for every believer to share 
the gospel with the lost regularly, consistently, eagerly, and fearlessly: 
The Lord has commanded you and me to proclaim the gospel to the 
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lost. Rebelling against this command, like any other command of the 
Lord, is detrimental to our Christian growth, and we take our chances 
with the consequences from the almighty and holy God. This is what we 
learn from the life of Jonah as we look at a rebel and the storm-making God.

A Revealing Cultural History of Jonah

Jonah Is a Familiar Story

Children love hearing the story of the trials of this fleeing prophet. Its 
voyage theme and larger-than-life miracle can keep anyone’s attention 
just before bedtime. 

Jonah, Too, Is the Subject of Debate over Its Historical Factuality

At least this is true among those scholars who do not submit to Scripture 
as the very words of God. These scholars find a fish swallowing a man 
and a man surviving inside of a fish for three days and three nights to be 
impossible. To these scholars, Jonah’s account is myth—a “tale” or origi-
nating in “legendary material” (Kugel, How to Read the Bible, 630). For 
them, “Jonah and the Whale” is categorized with other fables involving 
interaction with animals, such as “The Boy Who Cried ‘Wolf!’” or “The 
Snake and the Traveler.” In fact, Jonah is considered less moral and less 
interesting than most children’s cartoon characters.

However, Jesus did not think Jonah’s story was mythical. He said, 
“For as Jonah was in the belly of the huge fish three days and three 
nights, so the Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth three days 
and three nights” (Matt 12:40). Jesus could not have said “as Jonah” if 
Jonah were not real. If He had used a mythical Jonah in His analogy, 
His audience might have thought the prediction of His own death and 
resurrection would also be myth rather than fact of history.

Jonah Also Is an Important Piece of American Church Culture1 

Jonah tends to be a point of reference when it appears that someone has 
been running from a call to preach. That is, when a young man starts to 
show great growth in prayer and he gains an ability to handle the Word 

1 The biblical story of Jonah is the main topic of discussion in chapters 9 and 83 of 
Melville’s 1851 classic about Captain Ishmael’s hunt for the White Whale. See Herman 
Melville, Moby Dick: or The Whale (New York: Modern Library, 1999). Jonah’s disobedi-
ence-obedience-fall-from-grace cycle serves as an archetype for Rev. John Pearson, the 
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of God in Sunday school slightly better than the average layman, some 
begin to suspect that the Lord is trying to do something special in that 
life. Yet the young man never seems to come around to expressing a call 
to the ministry. In fact, in some cases we can watch as the person starts to 
move away from the church and to pursue everything but the ministry, 
sometimes for many years. 

Then one day, exhausted with running and hemmed in by God, the 
zealous layman finally yields and expresses a call to preach the gospel. 
Accordingly, those of you with just a little bit of discernment and happy 
for the person who seemingly has stopped running from God encour-
age him by saying, “Son, we saw that calling on you when you were a 
little tyke. We were just waiting for you to figure it out and stop running 
like Jonah.”

So Jonah is familiar to us as we watch people run from serving the 
Lord and then stop running. But if we leave Jonah as a story for would-
be preachers only, we will miss something powerful that the Lord is try-
ing to say to each one of us—preacher and layperson alike. Contrary to 
our cultural picture of Jonah, the prophet really is more like each one 
of us than a preacher fleeing pulpit ministry.

By the time of this story, Jonah already has answered the prophetic 
call; he already is preaching in Israel. The narrative in 2 Kings 14 shows 
that Jonah preached the word of the Lord to Jeroboam, a wicked king 
in Israel:

In the fifteenth year of Judah’s King Amaziah son of Joash, Jeroboam 
son of Jehoash became king of Israel in Samaria and reigned 41 years. 
He did what was evil in the Lord’s sight. He did not turn away 
from all the sins Jeroboam son of Nebat had caused Israel to commit. 
He restored Israel’s border from Lebo-hamath as far as the Sea of the 
Arabah, according to the word the Lord, the God of Israel, had spoken 
through His servant, the prophet Jonah son of Amittai from Gath-hepher. 
(2 Kgs 14:23-25)

It was through Jonah’s preaching that Jeroboam II fixed Israel’s border 
that had been weakened during early conflicts with Assyria. This kept 
Israel from being blotted out as a people.

protagonist in Zora Neale Hurston’s first novel, originally published in 1993, Jonah’s Gourd 
Vine: A Novel (New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2008).
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Thus, by Jonah 1, the prophet has had some ministry success with 
the Lord and has walked with the Lord for a good portion of his life. He 
already knows the kindness of the Lord; he already knows His power to 
save, comfort, heal, and judge. He already understands that the Lord 
is Israel’s protector and strong tower, her King of Glory who is worthy 
to be praised.2 Therefore, when the word of the Lord comes to Jonah, 
he is less like someone who does not want to answer the call to stand 
behind the pulpit and more like someone who does not want to talk 
to people in this evil generation about the goodness of our God. He is 
not the pastor only a few of us can identify with; he is the person who 
has experienced the grace of God but fails to tell others about it. All of 
us can—and must—relate to him. He is a rebel against the Lord’s word, 
which calls everyone to tell others about a great and loving King. From 
this rebel we learn three things about ourselves.

Rebellion Leads to Complete Rejection of God
JONAH 1:1-2

God’s command to Jonah seems simple: Go to Nineveh and do just 
what you did in Israel in the court of King Amaziah—preach the 
words God gives you. However, on this assignment Jonah would not 
be preaching to people familiar with God and His law. He would be 
preaching to Gentiles—to non-Jews. He would be preaching to the 
most powerful nation in the known world, a nation who had also been 
an enemy and a threat to Israel for many years. Nineveh was the capital 
of the Assyrian Empire.

The prophet would be preaching directly to the Ninevites. He 
would not, like Isaiah, have the privilege of denouncing Israel’s enemies 
from within Israel’s borders. Isaiah’s denunciations were akin to the 
stance of little children, boasting about kicking the stuffing out of a 
bully while standing in their own front yards with their brothers and 
cousins around them. Jonah, in contrast, is called to go right into the 
bully’s yard, to preach to their “wickedness” (1:2) all by himself. This, 
however, should not have been too much for Jonah to handle since, in 
the Amaziah episode, he had already seen what the Lord could do with 
one man to save Israel through his simple availability and obedience.

2 Jonah would have been familiar with Pss 18:1-3; 24:6-10; and 121:3-8 as an Israelite 
worshiper and prophet of the Most High.
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Yet Jonah flees to Joppa, heading to Tarshish rather than to Nineveh, 
for reasons clarified in the rest of the book. Twice in verse 3 it says that 
he is trying to go “from the Lord’s presence.” He is not just rebelling 
now. He actively is trying to ditch the Lord. Jonah understands that the 
only possible way to escape obedience to the Lord’s command would be 
to escape the Lord altogether! 

The phrase “[away] from the Lord’s presence” is a Hebrew idiom 
that indicates Jonah is in full rebellion against the Lord.3 Jonah is trying 
to do more than escape going to Nineveh. Jonah is trying to reject the 
temple choirs, the sacrifices and offerings, the holy of holies, the ark of 
the covenant, the law, the priests, God Himself, and everything about 
God! This all started, however, with disobedience to the word of the 
Lord to go preach to evil, Gentile Nineveh.

The Lord tells believers to do something very similar in giving us the 
Great Commission: “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe everything I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt 
28:19-20; see also Luke 24:26-49; Acts 1:8). This is a command to disciples 
to make disciples, and not a command only to those called to pulpit 
ministry. Differently than Jonah’s specific, geographic calling to one 
Gentile people—the Ninevites—the church is to go to all nations, or 
better, all peoples. As a familiar hymn says,

We have heard the joyful sound: Jesus saves! Jesus saves!
Spread the tidings all around: Jesus saves! Jesus saves!
Bear the news to every land, Climb the mountains, cross the 

waves;
Onward! ’tis our Lord’s command; Jesus saves! Jesus saves! 

(Owens and Kirkpatrick, “Jesus Saves!”)

3 T. Desmond Alexander suggests, “By fleeing the Lord’s presence Jonah announces 
emphatically his unwillingness to serve God. His action is nothing less that open rebel-
lion against God’s sovereignty” (“Jonah,” in Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah, TOTC [Leicester, 
UK: InterVarsity, 1988], 101). Kevin J. Youngblood’s thoughts expand this idea: “Most 
significant for Jonah, however, was the fact the Tarshish was known as a location where 
YHWH had not yet revealed his glory or his word. .  .  . This is the true goal of Jonah’s 
flight—banishment from the prophet’s unique experience of the divine presence” (Jonah: 
God’s Scandalous Mercy, HMS 28 [Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2013]: 57). Jonah’s flight 
also seems to be away from the temple of the Lord—the dwelling place of the Lord’s pres-
ence (1 Kgs 8:10; 2 Chr 5:14; 6:1-2)—to which Jonah later makes reference (Jonah 2:4,7).
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The word translated “nations” is ethnos, from which we get words like 
ethnocentric and ethnic. Narrowly it means people groups outside of Israel, 
which we translate as “Gentiles.” Broadly it means all unbelievers of all 
ethnic backgrounds, not simply Westerners—from your Middle-Eastern 
and pan-African coworkers to your West Indies or Anglo schoolmates, 
and the Latino and Southeast Asian neighbors to whom you keep saying 
hello at your child’s or grandchild’s bus stop. All people are the people to 
whom we are to go with the life-changing story of the atoning sacrifice 
of Jesus Christ.

However, when we are slow to tell people about Jesus or don’t tell 
people at all, we are doing the very thing Jonah did. We are rebelling 
against a great commission. If we keep doing that unchecked, we could 
soon find ourselves moving away from the presence of the Lord. For to 
reject any one command of the Lord, no matter how tough the appli-
cation of the command seems to be, is to reject God’s will and thus to 
reject the Lord Himself. 

Every time I stop at my local convenience store and speak casually 
to the same store clerk I’ve seen for years but do not mention Jesus, all 
the times I take my car to the same mechanic and never even mention 
to him the power of Christ to save, and every time I see the same dry 
cleaner’s worker and never once share the gospel, I am going down a 
path toward rejecting God. I never move so slowly, hesitantly, or cau-
tiously when I want the Lord to heal a pain in my body, have mercy on 
my children, or get me out of a jam. At those times my attitude toward 
the commands of the Lord is, “Just speak the word, Lord, and I will 
obey!” It is that same “speak the word” response we should have toward 
telling the lost about Christ, or our rebellion could grow into rejection.

Rebellion Invites the Wrath of God 
JONAH 1:4-5

If ever we think the Lord simply glosses over rebellion to His Word, we 
are mistaken. If we think it is a light matter to ignore the command of 
God in the Great Commission and to ignore the example of the believ-
ers sharing the gospel throughout the book of Acts, we are fooling our-
selves. Let God serve notice to all of us: He is prepared to break up this ship, 
drown Jonah, and let all of these idol-worshiping sailors perish, all in response to 
Jonah’s rebellious actions. The Lord will make a storm to wreak havoc and 
wreck our plans when we readily dismiss obedience to His command.
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God responds so fiercely because rebellion is serious. Sin, in any 
form, is something our God hates. When someone brushes off the Holy 
Spirit’s urging to tell a person about Jesus, eventually that person could 
clear his conscience by going on with routine business. But the Lord 
does not brush off sin. Sin is an affront to God’s absolute holiness. Our 
“God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in Him” (1 John 1:5). 
James says that God cannot be tempted by evil (Jas 1:14). God’s eyes 
are too pure to look on evil (Hab 1:13)! If He were to permit Jonah’s 
sin (or ours) and sin were to go without reckoning, then He would not 
be holy, and we could rebel against anything and everything He says 
without concern for consequences. Commands would become some 
good advice from a well-meaning and nice deity rather than absolute 
directives from a righteous and all-powerful Creator whom one disobeys 
at one’s own peril. William L. Banks comments:

Rebellion never escapes God’s notice, and it is foolish for men 
to think they can resist God’s will with impunity. . . .The Lord 
may let a man go to a certain point before He steps in, but 
when He does move, He moves with no uncertainty. (Jonah, 2)

In his anger toward Jonah’s sin, the Lord hurls a great wind on the 
sea. This is no minor storm. These seasoned mariners are scared for 
their lives. They begin praying as they have never prayed before, calling 
on any god who can still the chaotic forces of the sea. If they are typical 
sailors, some of them are so hard and salty they probably have never 
prayed so earnestly—if at all!—until God unleashed this storm on them.

They are hurling cargo as God is hurling a great wind. (It is pretty 
obvious who is going to win the battle of hurling.) Such evasive actions 
are ridiculous when you are dealing with the Lord. The Lord does not 
want their cargo; He wants the obedience of His child! They don’t know 
this yet, so in fear of death, they keep hurling.

If anyone should be scared, however, it is Jonah, for he knows the 
power of God—that nothing can stop Him. In one moment He has the 
power to take calm seas and make them rough; in another minute He 
can take the roughest seas and calm them in an instant with the words, 
“Silence! Be still!” (Mark 4:39).

As believers, if we think we are safe from God’s judgment because 
of the grace that is ours in Christ, remember that the Lord disciplines 
His own, as says the writer to the Hebrews (Heb 12:6). In the church 
at Corinth the Lord put His children on sickbeds and deathbeds for 
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profaning the Lord’s Supper—people who had the same grace in Christ 
that all believers do (1  Cor 11:30). God can send a storm on one’s 
income; He can hurl a wind on one’s health; He can crush one’s grades, 
scholarships, and dreams in school. When we rebel, He can do whatever 
it takes to get us to return to Him or to take us out of this present life in 
our disobedience.

When we rebel against God’s clear instruction and purpose for us, 
He can bring a veritable storm into our lives. The discipline He brings 
will often be no subtle nudge but rather a maelstrom of trouble that 
not only affects us but brings danger and damage to those around us as 
well. And just as Jonah went down to Joppa, went down into the ship, 
and lay down virtually unconscious, the path of rebellion will never take 
us to the heights of value, virtue, and activity. To reject God’s purpose 
is to reject our best purpose. The one who has done that finds himself 
either purposeless and torpid or striving vainly at cross purposes with 
God, neither of which leads to a fulfilling, vibrant life.

The Lord does not have to put us in an accident; He can simply put 
life in neutral until we decide that we are going to proclaim the gospel 
no matter the size and power of the Ninevehs we face. To rebel is to invite 
His wrath.

Rebellion Denies Sinners the Hope of God
JONAH 1:6

Interestingly, the whole ship has gone to prayer, but Jonah is asleep! He 
is sleeping so well that the captain must awaken him. 

Sadder than Jonah’s nap is that these men want to escape death, 
and the only one who has the means of escape is sleeping. With every 
snore the sailors and Jonah are coming closer to their ends. The sailors 
think that calling on one of their gods and chucking the cargo will help. 
The captain wants Jonah to wake up and call on his “god.” Nothing is 
working. 

Unlike the polytheistic sailors, Jonah knows the Lord! Therefore, 
his sleeping is ensuring that the sailors perish forever. “What a great 
missionary opportunity for Jonah,” writes Anthony Selvaggio. “He had 
an opportunity to alleviate the fear of the sailors by sharing with them 
the knowledge of the true God, but instead chose to go below deck and 
fall asleep. . . . Obviously, Jonah had no desire to extend God’s grace to 
these pagan sailors” (The Prophets, 71).
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Jonah is denying perishing men an opportunity for the hope of 
the Lord’s salvation. He feels he cannot tell them of the Lord’s mercy 
because he does not want to tell Nineveh of the Lord’s mercy. All around 
him are people who want a solution to escape death, but Jonah is trying 
to flee from the presence of the Solution!

Recently, in a sermon, I offered these words to unbelievers sitting 
among our congregation: 

Later, at the end of today’s service, as at the end of almost 
every service, we are going to provide an opportunity to 
respond to the message. For you who are not believers among 
us—not saved, you do not love Jesus with your whole heart 
even if you acknowledge the very real existence of God (for 
knowing that He exists is not enough for salvation)—we invite 
you to make a decision about placing your trust in Christ, 
the Son of God, against whom we have rebelled since the 
beginning of time. We invite others to make known a need for 
baptism, consider membership, or rededicate their lives to the 
Lord or be restored from unrepentant sin. But to you, the lost 
one, we offer an opportunity to profess that you believe on the 
Son of God, Jesus Christ, who died to pay the penalty for our 
sins and rose again to offer life after death. Why do we do this? 
We do this because we have hope, and we want you to have the 
same hope of salvation. 

However, we want people to have the message of hope more than the 
one day a week they come into a worship service. We want them to have 
this hope daily. That is, if we care about them, we want them to share 
our hope. So rather than rebelling, we offer the message of salvation 
willingly, eagerly, boldly, humbly, and zealously.

Application
How do we apply a message like this to make sure that we are not rebel-
ling, rejecting, and gaining wrath, but instead are faithfully offering the 
hope of the gospel to those around us? Consider four things:

1. Go on the offensive on Monday mornings. When you arrive to work 
after the weekend, someone may ask you, “How was your weekend?” 
Make a reply to them that opens an opportunity for the gospel: “I heard 
a great sermon at church on Sunday that explained how embracing 
Jesus’ death and resurrection can transform one’s outlook on one’s 
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vocation” (or something similar). Share a 30–60-second synopsis of the 
main point of the message as it relates to Christ and His work. When you 
are finished, say, “I would love to share more from the message with you 
later.” Look for that opportunity and similar ones weekly.

2. Be clear on the gospel and its significance. Jonah did not seem to 
grasp the significance of his calling to the Ninevites. His message was 
the only hope for these idol worshipers in the storm of God’s judgment. 
Similarly, as sinners before the Holy God, people are deserving of His 
deepest and eternal wrath. Our message about Christ’s substitutionary 
work as God’s propitiation for sin and as the One who alone defeats 
death is the only message of hope for lost people.

3. Pray for opportunities to share the gospel clearly, courageously, and 
humbly. If anyone will give a hearing to the life-saving message of Christ, 
it will depend on the working of God’s power. As Paul asked of the 
churches, 

Pray also for me, that the message may be given to me when I open my 
mouth to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel. For this 
I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I might be bold enough in 
Him to speak as I should. (Eph 6:19-20)

And again, 

At the same time, pray also for us that God may open a door to us for 
the message, to speak the mystery of the Messiah, for which I am in 
prison, so that I may reveal it as I am required to speak. (Col 4:3-4)

4. Actively and regularly invite people within your spheres of influence to 
Sunday worship services. The gospel should be read, preached, sung, 
prayed, and displayed (in the ordinances) every Sunday at your church. 
Therefore, bringing unbelievers to worship with us is one possible means 
of introducing them to the message of Christ. Use paper invitations, 
social media, e-mail, text messages, and every possible means to offer 
them an opportunity to sit in a pew with you. But do not allow these 
invitations to substitute for verbally proclaiming the gospel. We must 
open our mouths and share; we must speak, using our words to explain 
carefully the gospel.

We must speak the good news because our Lord Jesus, when He 
came down from heaven to a place of great evil—the earth—came using 
His words:
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• His first recorded sermon in the Gospels is, “Repent and believe 
in the good news” (Mark 1:15).

• He stopped at a well at Samaria and told a woman, “I am He”—
the Messiah for whom she was looking (John 4:26).

• He told Nicodemus, “Unless someone is born again, he cannot 
see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).

• He told crowds of people, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), 
“I am the light of the world!” (John 8:12).

This Jesus, for the joy set before Him, went to the Cross, became 
the propitiation for my sins, became sin for me, bore my sins in His 
body on a tree, died for my sins according to the Scriptures, was buried, 
and rose again after three days, and along the way saved me through 
the preaching of the gospel! It should be a little thing for me to tell 
someone else how He can save them.

Reflect and Discuss
1. What are some typical reasons believers do not share the gospel 

with the lost regularly? Which reason(s) mostly characterizes the 
hesitancy you have shown in sharing the good news with unbeliev-
ers you know?

2. What is the primary reason that believers should share the gospel 
zealously? Why do you think the Lord’s command to proclaim the 
gospel is easier to ignore than other commands in Scripture?

3. How can one be certain of the historicity of Jonah? What points 
of connection exist between Jonah and our cultural literacy that 
might allow one to use Jonah to enter into discussions with the 
world about Christ?

4. Prior to the call to go to Nineveh, what experience had Jonah had 
with the Lord that should have given him the will and confidence 
to go to Nineveh immediately on the Lord’s command? What 
experiences have you had in life in which the Lord has shown you 
His power? How might these experiences fuel greater courage to 
share the gospel to the most oppositional unbeliever in your life 
circles?

5. When have you chided a fellow believer for obvious rebellion to the 
word of God? How would you feel if a believing friend chided you 
about missing opportunities for sharing your faith with unbelievers?
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6. What is the significance of the phrase, “from the Lord’s presence”? 
In contrast to your hesitancy to tell others about Christ, what is 
your attitude in prayer and your Christian practice when you want a 
sense of “the Lord’s presence” to comfort or heal you? 

7. What are some lines of songs that you know—contemporary and 
classic—that focus on preaching the gospel to the lost? What are 
one or two of these songs you can sing regularly to remind yourself, 
in song, of the Lord’s command to go to the lost?

8. In the New Testament, what are some examples of God responding 
fiercely to the disobedience of His children? Theologically speak-
ing, how then should one think about God’s characteristics of love, 
mercy, grace, and patience?

9. What is the significance for the sailors of Jonah’s sleeping—Jonah’s 
indifference—during the storm? What might be the significance of 
a casual attitude toward telling a non-Christian relative about the 
love of God in Christ?

10. What is one immediate decision you can make that will help you be 
better prepared to share the gospel when the next opportunity for 
sharing arises?
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Lot Casters and the Idol-Smashing God

JONAH 1:7-17

Main Idea: God’s threat of death and judgment in the increasing storm 
turns the sailors from self-efforts at salvation to real conversion, yet God 
mercifully sends a fish to rescue Jonah, as Jonah reveals Israel’s God as 
Creator and Judge. 

I. The Reality of Our Own Idolatry
 A. Some learned to stay out of sight at an early age.
 B.  Others were constantly told that you are the cause of all of 

your troubles.
 C. We all have idols before coming to Christ.
II. A Review of the Prophet’s Rebellion
III. Revelation: We Will Learn That We Have Real Problems (1:7-10).
IV. Repentance: We Now Can Experience Real Conversion (1:11-16).
 A. They become aware of their own inability to save themselves.
 B.  They recognize they will be held accountable for the prophet’s 

blood.
 C. They see that they must do things in a way that pleases God.
V. Rescue: We Then Will See the Real Savior (1:17).

The Reality of Our Own Idolatry

Some Learned to Stay Out of Sight at an Early Age

Keeping out of sight when a parent was drunk or angry kept you safe 
from harm. So you worked hard to avoid upsetting the equilibrium 

in the home. You thought you were doing what was necessary for the 
Lord to give your home peace.

Others Were Constantly Told That You Are the Cause of All of Your 
Troubles

Never mind that we live in a world ravaged and held captive by sin. All 
you have heard is that you are the reason your health failed, you are the 
reason someone walked out on a nice person like you, you are the rea-
son you are not married, you are the reason you can’t get ahead in your 
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finances, and you are the reason you have a child just like you! You have 
been told, “If you would just pray more, if you would go to church, or if 
you would read your Bible, be nicer to people, and get baptized again 
(and this time take it seriously), things would turn around for you.” 
So off you go into prevention defense, fix-it mode, let-me-try-harder-at-
everything—from keeping my room clean to listening to the right radio 
station in the car—so I can get this bad luck, string of misfortune, or 
God’s anger out of my life. When your response to your life situation is 
something like that, you reveal that you are worshiping an idol.

We All Have Idols Before We Come to Christ

Some of us hang onto them after coming to Christ. As John Calvin 
famously said, 

[M]an’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of idols. 
After the Flood there was a sort of rebirth of the world, but 
not many years passed by before men were fashioning gods 
according to their pleasure. (Institutes, 1:11.8)

By “idols” I mean the works to which we run rather than running to God 
alone—works that tire us out and do not change the situation in which 
we find ourselves, but often make us feel like we are surviving or are in 
control. We feel this way because we are putting forth a good effort and 
giving it that ol’ college try. These works, too, give us a false sense of 
being able to control God’s severity by making Him happy with us.

So we erect our idols: We overachieve, try to be the perfect husband 
or wife, or the perfect parent or child. We attempt to do more for God, 
add some holy days of obligation, send a child more gifts to make up for 
past mistakes, or be the employee who never shows frustration.

As long as we erect idols, we will find ourselves at great odds with 
God. For the Lord is not looking for us to help Him rescue us out of our 
predicaments. Rather, God wants to do for us what He did for the lot-
throwing idol worshipers on the ship with Jonah: He wants to break down 
our idols and teach us to rely solely on the grace of God in Christ.

A Review of a Prophet’s Rebellion
In the previous chapter we examined the huge problem of Jonah’s 
rebellion against God’s command. The Lord commanded Jonah to go 
to Nineveh in the same way that He has given us the Great Commission. 
By his rebellion, Jonah has created a problem for himself with God, and 
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he also has created a problem for all of the sailors on the ship headed 
to Tarshish. Jonah found out the hard way that God will smash our ships 
and take all the lives around us in order to get us to obey Him. Jonah was 
beginning to learn that God is Lord—Sovereign Ruler—over our lives 
and that we are not autonomously determining the course of our lives. 

The passage now turns to the sailors. They have been crying out to 
their false gods and hurling cargo to try to save themselves from this 
intense tempest. As the storm does not stop with their praying, the Lord 
has smashed all hopes in their idols and shown their gods to be useless. 
He is not done yet, for the sailors will continue to set up other idols—
other self-effort attempts to find their own salvation.

God will be intentional about smashing their idols even as He is 
intentional about demolishing our idols. In His great mercy He will 
intensify this storm and bring the sailors to the brink of death so that 
three things might happen for them and us.

Revelation: We Will Learn That We Have Real Problems
JONAH 1:7-10

The mariners have been calling on false gods. Now they are going to 
turn toward Jonah because a lot is going to fall on him. As best we can 
understand historically, casting lots consisted of tossing rocks of mul-
tiple colors (Baldwin, “Jonah,” 2:559).4 If a certain color fell toward 
somebody or if all the colors but one fell toward everybody else, they 
would say, “Aha! That’s the person whom the gods (or God) has picked 
for what we’re asking.”

This is how one knows God is in absolute control of this situation. 
The writer previously said God hurled the storm on the sea (v. 4). The 
end of the episode will show God appointed (Hb manah) a fish to get 
Jonah (v. 17). When they throw their little rocks, the rocks could turn 
and fall on anybody on this ship, yet they go to the one who is sleeping 
below deck. That is not chance; it is the Lord manifesting His will and 
showing His sovereign rule over all things—over Jonah’s life, the sailors’ 
lives, the storm, the sea, the ship, the lots, and everything else. 

When the lot falls on Jonah, they say to him, “Can you please” (you 
have to imagine the mariners screaming over the storm-force winds as 

4 Baldwin comments, “The use of a two-colored stone provided yes and no answers to 
specific questions, and in this way Jonah is implicated.”
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the ship reels like a drunken man) “tell us what is going on here? What 
in the world have you done to put us in this sort of situation?” The sailors 
still are hoping for an answer within a realm that they can control—one 
that will allow them to call on the localized idol of the right country, or 
the deity over the right occupation, or the right god of another people.

Jonah, however, reveals to them the Lord. Literally, he says, “Yahweh, 
the God of the heavens, I fear, who made the sea and the dry ground” 
(Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 50).

Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh and say to them, “The Lord has 
a word for you.” However, now that God has wrecked everything, coming 
after Jonah on the sea with typhoon-like winds, Jonah has a word for 
these sailors. They are just as much in danger before God as the people 
of Nineveh. It is not that the people of Nineveh are in danger because 
they are more evil. They are in danger because they do not know Israel’s 
God and are sinners before Him.

These sailors, who are calling on a pantheon of gods, do not know 
the one true God any more than do the Ninevites. Jonah reveals that 
they are in trouble with the God who rules over all—over heaven and 
everything on earth, and all the land and all the sea. They have real 
problems. 

One of my good friends had an opportunity to speak on the issue of 
same-sex marriage at a meeting of pastors in his city. In the speech he 
referred to Romans 1:32, noting that it teaches that those engaged in 
homosexual behavior “deserve to die.”5 Surprisingly, this sparked great 
controversy, for those listening thought that he was using words that 
could incite violence against homosexuals. However, they missed two 
simple facts about the teaching of the first chapter of Romans. First, 
Romans 1:32 renders homosexuals worthy of death at the hand of God, 

5 On Romans 1:26, Moo writes, “When these factors are considered, it is clear that 
Paul depicts homosexual activity as a violation of God’s created order, another indication 
of the departure from true knowledge and worship of God” (Moo, Romans, 115). He later 
concludes on 1:32, “‘Death’ denotes here a divinely imposed punishment” (ibid.,121). 
Similarly, Schreiner writes, “Just as idolatry is a violation and perversion of what God 
intended, so too homosexual relations are contrary to what God planned when he created 
man and woman. . . . That homosexual relations are contrary to nature, in the sense that 
they violate what God intended” (Schreiner, Romans, 94). So later Schreiner writes, “They 
not only know that God disapproves of their behavior but they also know that it deserves 
the punishment of death . . . nonetheless, they continue to engage in such wicked behav-
ior,” and “the hatred of God is so entrenched that people are willing to risk future judg-
ment in order to carry out their evil desires. . . . God’s wrath is rightly inflicted on those 
who not only practice evil but find their greatest delight in it” (ibid., 99–100).
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for sin is what makes one worthy of death before the Holy God. Second, 
Romans 1:18-32 renders everyone worthy of death before God, not just 
those practicing homosexuality! Gossips, arrogant people, and those 
disobedient to parents equally are rendered worthy of death before God 
(Rom 1:29-31)! The sailors, learning of the seriousness of having the 
Lord of all come after them, ask, “What is this you have done?” We all, 
like the sailors, have real problems before the one true God!

Repentance: We Now Can Experience Real Conversion
JONAH 1:11-16

The sailors need a big solution. They know the problem: their idols do 
not work, and the storm is getting worse by the minute. It makes you 
wonder why they do not call on the Lord immediately! 

You may know people who, with everything falling down around 
them, refuse to call on the Lord for salvation. They say to you, “I don’t 
need to go to church” or “You can’t say that your life is better than mine 
because of your Jesus.” Then they hit the bottle, work harder to avoid 
going home each evening, or continually cut out people from their lives 
so they can have a false sense of peace created by an absence of real 
relationships. What such persons need to do is stop trying to find their 
own feeble solutions and instead cry out to the Lord for His help.

Jonah tells the sailors how to stop the storm. All they need to do 
is toss him overboard since he is the guilty one. For Jonah’s part, this 
still reveals a refusal to repent. He could have confessed to God, “Lord, 
I have disobeyed Your command to go to Nineveh. Forgive me, and 
please spare the lives of these men!” Already being in rebellion to God, 
however, Jonah does not consider anything that would demonstrate a 
change of heart. On this, Bruckner writes,

Jonah does not seem to be capable of simple repentance. 
He could have sought forgiveness during the storm (as the 
Ninevites do later) and committed himself to go to Nineveh. 
But perhaps he believes that too much “water had passed 
under his ship” by this time. Perhaps he is not sure that his 
repentance would bring forgiveness. He prefers to believe 
(wants to believe?) in a God who only judges and does not 
forgive. He would rather die in the sea than suggest to the 
sailors that they turn around and return him to Joppa to 
complete Yahweh’s call to Nineveh. (Jonah, 47)
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Also, Daniel Timmer adds the important observation, “Nowhere in this 
chapter, or anywhere else in Jonah for that matter, are we told that he 
repented of his disobedience” (A Gracious and Compassionate God, 71).

Because the seafarers care more about Jonah than he cares about 
them, they try to row. They are rowing in a storm that required them to 
hurl their cargo over the ship; their actions are futile. Yet in their minds 
there must be another solution, even though Jonah clearly proclaimed 
to them the identity of the Creator. They want a solution without 
acknowledging the Lord.

The Lord, however, is not going to have that. The sea grows fiercer 
and fiercer against them. The sailors finally realize they cannot beat the 
storm—they cannot beat the Lord. So they decide they are going to do 
what Jonah says. Now watch what happens. 

They Become Aware of Their Own Inability to Save Themselves

They understand they are under God’s fierce judgment and so they say, 
“Please, Yahweh.” They are not calling on their gods anymore. They 
now call on the God Jonah has revealed: “Please, Yahweh, don’t let us 
perish because of this man’s life, and don’t charge us with innocent 
blood! For You, Yahweh, have done just as You pleased” (1:14).

They Recognize They Will Be Held Accountable for the Prophet’s 
Blood

And they want God to free them from that guilt. They recognize that 
“[the Lord] judges human actions by retribution on wrongdoing and 
that he can be appealed to for justice” (Baldwin, “Jonah,” 2:562). This is 
God’s prerogative and responsibility as sovereign Ruler over the hearts 
of all people. He will bring all souls into judgment for their sins. Even as 
Paul exhorts Timothy to preach the word of God faithfully, he reminds 
him that God “is going to judge the living and the dead” (2 Tim 4:1).

They See That They Must Do Things in a Way That Pleases God

“You have done just as You pleased” (Jonah 1:14). What God wants them 
to do is stop calling on false gods, stop looking for a solution with lots, 
stop rowing, and throw Jonah into the sea. When they do this, the storm 
stops in an instant! In an instant the Lord’s wrath is gone from being 
over them—the moment they stop putting forth effort and instead 
rely on God’s solution. This is the difference between works and faith. These 
men experience real conversion. Their testimony is the same as that of the 
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Thessalonians: “You turned to God from idols to serve the living and 
true God and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the 
dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath” (1 Thess 1:9-10).

A less careful reading of Jonah might allow one to suggest that 
Jonah’s story supports universalistic or pluralistic concepts of salvation. 
That is, it might seem that the sailors and the Ninevites experience 
salvation apart from the disclosure of Israel’s God as the only Savior. 
Or it might appear that these Gentiles were saved without calling on 
the name of the Lord. Quite the contrary, however, the narrative dem-
onstrates an exclusivistic position, showing that salvation outside of the 
Lord is impossible for both the sailors and the Ninevites.6 No other god 
comes to their rescue, and neither does their hope of salvation remain 
in their gods once Jonah speaks.

Instead of a pluralistic option for salvation, the sailors receive rev-
elation that the Lord is the absolute ruler, and that His wrath is on the 
ship in the storm. They hear that they need a substitute to die—in their 
case, Jonah—so that they don’t have to die for their idolatry of self-
effort. They trust the word of the prophet and cry out to the Lord for 
mercy on their guilt for killing the prophet. They place their faith in 
the death of the prophet to stop God’s wrath, and their faith produces 
corresponding actions of fear. This is real conversion. If the Lord did not 
smash the idols of their self-efforts, they would not have seen the only 
true solution and they would not have experienced conversion.

Everything that looks like conversion is not conversion. Real conversion 
means that when someone hears that a substitute is needed, he or she 
cries out to the Lord for salvation by means of God’s substitute, and then 
accomplishes works demonstrating the conversion after the confession. 
Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 testified that he trusted God’s 
promise in Genesis 15 (Jas 2:21-24). Similarly, Simon Magus’s “belief” 
in Acts 8 was not conversion, even though he came forward with the 
Samaritans who placed their faith in Christ.

Real conversion does not end with the day of belief. If someone calls on 
the Lord in salvation, he cannot reach back, subsequently, and grab his 
self-help idols when he is in trouble or life becomes rough. He cannot 

6 The narrative presents Israel’s God as the only one who can save the mariners from 
perishing in the storm and as the only one who can save the Ninevites from impend-
ing judgment. As Strickland recognizes, “Salvation was only through believing .  .  . the 
true God, not foreign idols. This clearly presents exclusivism, not pluralism” (Strickland, 
“Isaiah, Jonah, and Religious Pluralism,” 32). 
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then attempt to appease God by more faithful church attendance, 
increased obedience to parents, more frequent reading of the Bible, or 
increasing sacrifices of his time and money. The moment you think that 
doing such things makes God move in your favor, you are grasping an 
idol, polishing it, holding it up to the Lord, and saying, “See God, look 
at me. I am doing everything right. You are going to act now to stop my 
storm, right?” However, if you think God is moved by such efforts, you 
are not talking to the God through whom “we have all received grace 
after grace from His fullness” (John 1:16). You are talking to your idol-
manufactured concept of a god. Real conversion starts with grace and 
knows that grace will lead us home. This grace comes from Jesus 
Christ alone.

Rescue: We Then Will See the Real Savior
JONAH 1:17

This verse is troubling for some people. How in the world can a fish 
swallow a man and that man stay in the belly of a fish three days and 
three nights? Well, let me make very clear that the issue is not the fish or 
the improbability of this account. In the scientific age we have become 
thrown off from the point of this story and started saying, “Something 
miraculous like this is not possible.” Of course it’s not possible—it’s a 
miracle! Miracles by definition are outside the normal course of nature.

Consider, however, that there might have existed a now-extinct 
whale that could swallow a man. In a pre-scientific age a whale would 
not have been identified as a mammal. Those who saw it might have 
identified it as a fish, even if it were in fact a whale. 

“But nobody could survive in the belly of the fish for three days 
and three nights. That’s just scientifically impossible, so we can’t believe 
that,” someone might say. However, keep in mind what is going on in 
this story. If Jonah is right about the Lord—that He is the Creator of 
the heavens and of the seas, and the dry land, and thus Ruler over all—
certainly the Lord could speak to whatever creature He wants to and 
assign it to swallow Jonah. The passage actually indicates that the Lord 
already “had appointed” a fish to come and get Jonah before the sailors 
had thrown Jonah off the ship. Because the Lord is sovereign, He knew 
exactly when and where Jonah would hit that water. 

Having absolute knowledge and power in the universe, the Lord 
could appoint or raise up or create any sea creature He willed to swallow 
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up Jonah! He could create an animal that allowed for a person to remain 
alive inside it. Or he could keep a person alive inside an existing animal. 
If the story had said that the Lord sent a shrimp to swallow Jonah, I 
would believe it. You could argue with me repeatedly that there is no 
way a shrimp could eat a man or that a man could stay inside of a shrimp 
for three days. If Scripture had said, “The Lord raised up a shrimp and 
it swallowed Jonah,” it would be true. God is the sovereign Creator. He 
could create a shrimp way bigger than “jumbo” that could swallow a 
man whole.

Nevertheless, the issue is not whether the miracle could happen; 
the issue is, “What is going on with the fish and the three days and the 
three nights?” In the Gospels Jesus said these words: “For as Jonah was 
in the belly of the huge fish three days and three nights, so the Son of 
Man will be in the heart of the earth three days and three nights” (Matt 
12:40), and “No sign will be given to [an evil and adulterous generation] 
except the sign of Jonah” (Matt 16:4). So the question must be, “How, in 
fact, is Jonah a ‘sign’? What does he signify?”

Bruckner notes, “Jonah and Jesus can be compared favorably in 
many ways.” He says,

Jesus did perfectly what Jonah also (if temporarily) 
accomplished: both were from Galilee; Jonah struggled with 
his call to preach, Jesus struggled to do the will of the Father 
(in the desert, at Gethsemane); both preached God’s message 
of judgment and reconciliation to the marginalized and to 
sinners; both chose death forsaken by others; both bore and 
removed the consequences of sin from others; both caused 
the storm to cease after sleeping through it (Jonah through 
repentance, Jesus through his divinity); Jonah entered the 
jaws of the fish, Jesus entered the jaws of the grave; both were 
kept for three days; both were raised up again by the Father; 
Jonah’s obedience in preaching led to the conversion of a 
great city, and Jesus’ obedience led to the conversion of many 
cultures of the world. (Jonah, 63)

In addition to Bruckner’s typology of Jonah and Jesus, I propose 
that there is another comparison between the story of Jonah and the 
work of Christ: the solution to the sailors’ dilemma is found in putting 
the prophet to death. The Lord pours out His wrath on the prophet as 
he dies to and for the sailors but is found to be alive to and for God.
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You do not need to work to get rid of the wrath of God or His 
discipline. If you try to rely on work, all you will do is die in the waters 
of the storm around you. Your only hope lies in a fountain—one that is 
“filled with blood drawn from Immanuel’s veins!” (Cowper, “There Is a 
Fountain Filled with Blood”). Sinners hurl themselves into that blood so 
they can lose all their guilty stains. 

Converted sinners don’t stop there—they don’t start putting in 
self-effort to please God or to turn God’s kind hand of discipline away. 
Instead, they keep going in the grace with which they began, in effect 
saying, “Dear dying Lamb, Thy precious blood shall never lose its power 
till all the ransomed church of God be saved, to sin no more” (Cowper, 
“There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood”). It is then that we will meet our 
idol-smashing God face to face. 

Reflect and Discuss
1. What are some things that occur in childhood that, wrongly, lead us 

to believe that we must become the masters of our own destinies or 
that we must save ourselves? 

2. What are some early experiences—familial, social, educational, reli-
gious—that have shaped your ambitions and drives, and how do 
they affect your walk with Christ?

3. In what sense might some of your experiences have created “idols,” 
as defined above? What could you gain in your relationships—
parent- child, work, sibling, and schoolmates—if you exchanged 
idols of self-effort, self-protection, and/or self-preservation for trust 
in the mercy of God?

4. How does God reveal His sovereign control of all of the lives on the 
ship via the lots? How might a better understanding of God’s sover-
eignty in all things fuel a great passion to be obedient to what seem 
to be His hardest truths for us to follow?

5. When Jonah reveals that he worships the Lord, how is he being 
both sincere and hypocritical? In terms of what Christians believe 
and practice concerning the Great Commission, how might it be 
possible for a believer or a congregation to be both sincere and 
hypocritical in following the Lord?

6. How does this episode demonstrate that being tolerant of other’s 
religious beliefs does not mean that believers must accept reli-
giously plural roads to salvation?
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7. What acts in the story demonstrate a process of real conversion on 
the part of the sailors? Is it unreasonable for churches to expect 
believers to demonstrate evidence of conversion? Do you think the 
sailors’ experience agrees with what the New Testament teaches 
about conversion?

8. On what basis should one reading Jonah’s account believe the 
miraculous account of the fish swallowing Jonah? Why is this mirac-
ulous account important to the gospel story?

9. What are some ways in which Jonah’s account resembles the account 
of Christ? What might the resemblance say about the plan of God 
for all mankind? What might the resemblance say about the char-
acter of Scripture?

10. In light of God’s heart for these polytheistic sailors and untold bil-
lions of lost people in the world, and in light of God’s mercy toward 
Jonah and us, what actions should characterize a believer’s or a 
church’s heart for the lost? Do you think your financial planning, 
leisure schedule, and prayer life are more reflective of Jonah’s heart 
or the Lord’s heart?
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A Thankful Man and the Fish-Saving God

JONAH 2:1-10

Main Idea: Jonah’s desperate recognition of his need for help from the 
Lord in the face of death brings about his deliverance, which leads him 
to declare salvation to be from the Lord and to commit to a thanksgiv-
ing sacrifice.

I. Thankfulness and Value Judgments
II. Thankfulness and the Structure of Jonah’s Prayer
III. Thankfulness Helps Us Realize Our Depravity (2:1-7).
IV. Thankfulness Helps Us Make Commitments (2:8).
V. Thankfulness Helps Us Live Sacrificial Lives (2:9a).
VI. Thankfulness Helps Us Proclaim the Message of Salvation (2:9b).

Thankfulness and Value Judgments

There is a value judgment made in every decision—behind everything 
simple or great. The controversies that we have in the courtrooms 

and society over some of the most visceral issues that seem like they are 
only about actions and choices—from the legalization of marijuana, to 
striking down the Defense of Marriage Act, to the opening or closing of 
borders to more immigrants—are really about value judgments. 

We make value judgments when we purchase a cell phone regarding 
the sizes of its memory and data packages. We make value judgments in 
the type of education we provide for our children—whether public or 
private, the amount we are willing to spend for that sort of education, 
and how far we are willing to drive in order to educate our children. 
How we spend the bulk of our free time shows what is most valuable to 
us. We make value judgments at every turn. 

We even make value judgments in the way we treat our aging 
parents. Just how valuable are Mom and Dad to us? Unfortunately, for 
some people Mom and Dad are not valuable enough to make sacrifices 
to our personal schedules and lifestyles, but they are valuable enough to 
place in a home at the cost of mortgaging that parent’s home.

Believers show how we value our great salvation by the choices 
we make during the week when we have opportunity to speak of our 
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deliverance. We value salvation highly when we speak of Christ and His 
gospel with zeal, boldness, and courage. 

We also see value judgments in the way we speak about our salvation. 
In particular, as Jonah 2 portrays, our thankfulness before the Lord 
measures how we value our salvation.

Thankfulness and the Structure of Jonah’s Prayer
The episode opens with Jonah inside the belly of the fish. He is praying 
a prayer of thanksgiving for being saved and delivered out of the water. 
Jonah is offering thanks for his salvation from destruction. 

Before examining the prayer, one should consider the order and 
time of what happened. In the beginning of the chapter it says Jonah 
“prayed to the Lord his God from inside the fish.”7 Then, immediately 
Jonah begins to recount having prayed to the Lord in the past tense.8 
Further in the prayer, however, he talks about the content of his prayer 
as something that has taken place in the past. So, what really is happen-
ing in this prayer? Let’s review.

Jonah decided that obeying the Lord was not good enough for him, 
so he took his chances with God and the storm. Yet he told the pagan 
sailors that God is “Yahweh, the God of the heavens, who made the sea 
and the dry land.” He knows God can reach him on the sea. Rather than 
repenting for his rebellion, he says, “Pick me up and throw me into the 
sea” (1:12). Jonah, it seems, was prepared to die.

This prayer, however, reveals that when the sailors throw Jonah into 
the water, the prophet realizes he really does not want to die. It is convenient for 
him to be thrown over. When he hits the water, however, he recognizes 
he is in serious trouble. Jonah is in the middle of the Mediterranean, 
and he is at the express mercy of God. 

In the depths, when he prays to the Lord according to the cove-
nant promises, God has mercy on him and rescues him by means of the 
fish (cf. 1 Kgs 8:30-31,38,42 and Deut 30:4). In this prayer Jonah will 
recount his thankfulness to God for having already answered the prayer 
he uttered in the depth of the sea.9 In this prayer Jonah reveals value 
judgments made by being thankful for salvation.

7 In 2:1 the waw consecutive + imperfect, yitpallel (“prayed”), indicates past time.
8 In the Hebrew “I called” (perfect aspect), “He answered” (waw consecutive + imper-

fect), “I cried out” (perfect), and “You heard” (perfect) are each indicating a past aspect. 
9 See Appendix 1, “The Structure of Jonah’s Prayer in Jonah 2.” In preaching this 

passage it might be wise to provide listeners a hard copy or digital copy so that they might 
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Thankfulness Helps Us Realize Our Depravity 
JONAH 2:1-7

Jonah’s prayer serves as an example of a prayer of thanksgiving from 
one who recognizes he was desperately dying in his sins. From the belly 
of the fish, he says, 

I called to the Lord in my distress, and He answered me. I cried out 
for help in the belly of Sheol; You heard my voice. You threw me into 
the depths, into the heart of the seas, and the current overcame me. 
(vv. 2-3)

Jonah is not having a great life, imagining with John Lennon “all 
the people living life in peace” (“Imagine”) and then adding salvation 
to it as a perk. On the contrary, before the Lord rescues him from the 
water, Jonah’s life is in great distress and the prophet understands he 
is going down deeply into the grave. “I was going to the grave forever, 
God, and You heard me. I understand my situation was very grave.”

Jonah understands that something is taking place inside himself. 
The term he uses for fish in 1:17 is a masculine term, but he uses 
feminine terms associated with fish reproduction when he is inside the 
fish (Bruckner, Jonah, 69–70). Jonah effectively expresses that when he 
was in great distress, “You, Lord, took me into the belly of the fish, out 
of the belly of Sheol, and you did it so I could be birthed again because 
there was no hope for me.” Old Testament scholar Bryan Estelle notes, 
“Sheol refers to a place of divine punishment, a curse often wished on 
the ungodly” (Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 82).

Jonah understands he is hopeless unless God acts so he can be born 
anew. The Lord takes him from the belly of the grave when He brings 
the fish. Rather than allowing Jonah to drown, God scoops him up. “He 
is as good as dead but may be reborn” (Bruckner, Jonah, 70). The fish is 
an act of God’s great mercy toward Jonah.

Jonah continues in his prayer to say, “You threw me into the depths, 
into the heart of the seas, and the current overcame me. All Your 
breakers and Your billows swept over me” (2:3). He grasps that he is not 
in this situation because the men hurled him over the side of the ship. 
The men were agents; the Maker of the sea and the dry land cast him 
into the deep. God’s sovereign hand picked up the rebel and hurled 

follow readily the explanation of the structure of Jonah 2.
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him, effectively saying, “OK, you wanted to run to the water. Here it is! 
Now what are you going to do?”

The Lord pursues Jonah with His wrath. The prophet is in distress 
and in the belly of Sheol because God did this to him. These are the 
Creator’s waves that are passing over Jonah. God placed His wrath on 
Jonah and made his situation desperate because Jonah is sinful. Jonah 
acknowledges he is under the very wrath of God! Often it is difficult for 
us to visualize our loving, good, and kind Lord as one full of this much 
fury. Yet this rebellious servant experiences the loving discipline of a 
Father who does not wish for His children to err or stray (Heb 12:5-11; 
cf. Prov 3:11-12; see also 1 Pet 4:17-18).

Jonah understands that God is coming after him. Yet Jonah is 
able to say, “I’ve been banished from Your sight.” He is desperate but 
understands that he will be able to look back again on God’s temple. 
How does Jonah come to think something like this?

Temples cannot contain the sovereign God, as Paul proclaimed to 
the polytheistic Athenians (Acts 17:24). Unless the Lord condescends to 
allow Himself to be contained—as He did in dwelling in the tabernacle 
and temple, in the Incarnation of Christ, and in the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit in believers—the possibility of a temple containing God 
would be less than the probability of squeezing an elephant into a micro-
syringe. There is no temple that can contain the One who is infinite.

Eventually Solomon built God’s temple as the Lord, in love for His 
people, drew near to them. When Solomon dedicated the temple, he 
said words like, “God, if Your people stray from You and go off to 
a foreign land in their sins, if they turn back to Your temple and cry 
out for You, please hear them from Your temple and rescue them from 
wherever they are.”10 Receiving mercy upon repentance is part of the 
structure of God’s presence among His people.

Jonah fully understands that he is in very serious distress, but he 
also knows that he has a faithful, covenant-keeping God. If anyone turns 
back from his sins to God, He will hear him, even if that person is drown-
ing in the sea. Jonah gives great thanks because he understands he is 
going down and is under God’s wrath and is driven from God’s sight. 
But when Jonah repents, he knows God will hear him in His temple. 
That’s why Jonah prays this great prayer of thanksgiving. 

10 The full narrative is in 1 Kings 8.



Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary30

In verses 5-6 Jonah goes back to what was happening in the water: 
“The waters engulfed me up to the neck; the watery depths overcame 
me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. I sank to the foundations of 
the mountains; the earth with its prison bars closed behind me forever!” 
The fish does not show up as soon as Jonah hits the water. In cartoon 
versions of this scene a huge fish opens its mouth and Jonah jumps 
right in with an Olympic diver’s precision. That is not true to what hap-
pens here. Instead, Jonah hits the water and the Lord allows him to sink 
awhile so that he might grasp the seriousness of the consequences of 
his choices.

When you listen to the stories of how saints came to know Christ as 
Savior, it seems that many people were near rock bottom in their lives 
when they cried out to the Lord. Someone once asked me why this is 
so. It is because before we hit rock bottom, we think we can handle 
being thrown into the sea. Once we actually hit the rough waters and 
start drowning—once all of the things that masked how bad life is are 
gone—then we are at a place where we must cry out to God or perish! 
God does this to us so that we will stop lying to ourselves about what is 
going on in our lives. 

Jonah is going to a place where the water closes over him to take his 
life. “The deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped about my head at 
the roots of the mountains” (ESV). He says he “went down to the land 
whose bars closed behind me forever” (ESV). He is going down as far 
as he can go. 

The ancient concept of Sheol was that when you went down to the 
grave you couldn’t escape because bars actually closed over you. In fact, 
there is a play on words here because “bar” in Hebrew has a double 
meaning just like it does in English. In both Hebrew and English it can 
refer to bars that close over you, and it can refer to sandbars at the 
bottom of the sea. Jonah gives thanks because he understands his death 
is certain and there is no escape from it. 

Before the Lord came to deliver us, our deaths were certain. We 
were in distress and drowning without hope. Sometimes we start to think 
that although we were drowning badly, we could have put up enough 
effort to get out of that drowning situation. Jonah makes very clear that 
this is not so! We were drowning with certainty and were going down to 
death forever. There is no way we were going to get out because God was 
hurling all this on us. Death was going to close over us and take away our 
lives forever. That is the picture of our lives. There was no swimming out 
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of that position. The only thing Jonah could rest on was to say, “God, I 
was certain that I was going to die.”

“But You raised my life from the Pit, Lord my God! As my life was 
fading away, I remembered Yahweh. My prayer came to You, to Your 
holy temple” (2:6-7). Here is the temple, again at the center. Before 
Jonah recounts that he knew he would go to the temple, he prays this 
prayer. As he is at the bottom and near death, the Lord hears his prayer 
and sends the fish to deliver him.

There is so much of God’s sovereignty and mercy mixed in this 
prayer. It is clear in Jonah 1:17 that God appoints a fish before Jonah 
hits the water. God in His sovereignty decrees that some things will be 
accomplished in concert with prayer. God sends the fish here. God also 
rules so completely that Jonah prays for what God has already appointed 
and sent. Jonah is not in charge of his salvation. Instead, the Lord 
already has acted on his behalf. 

“As my life was fading away, I remembered Yahweh. My prayer came 
to You, to Your holy temple.” It may have been the last breath he took 
or just something in his mind, yet somehow Jonah prayed, “God, I know 
You can hear me in the temple.” This really can make us thankful for 
our salvation. 

This passage raises the issue of whether or not we can be so 
depraved, so rebellious, and so far from God that He cannot save us. 
Is there anyone too sinful for God? How deep does God’s mercy go? 
God’s mercy will go down to the sandbars in the ocean for a rebellious prophet 
who deserved to die.

God will say, “I hear that prayer for mercy, and I will get something 
down there and save you.” No one is beyond that! It is never too late 
to repent and turn to the Lord. You have opportunity wherever you 
are. Do not say to yourself, “You don’t understand what I have done in 
my life!” You could have fled from God, paid the fare to hop on a ship 
going opposite the direction that He has sent you, gone to sleep while 
God was hurling a storm, been apathetic about people perishing, have 
said, “Just throw me overboard,” and taken your chances between death 
and God. If you have done something like that, you are right in line 
with Jonah.

God will hear you even if you have done far worse. All of us have 
sinned. We’ve come far short of God’s glory, the standard He sets for His 
righteousness. And God looks down at all of us and says that there is not 
one of us who is righteous in His sight. All of us deserve eternal death. 
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God says that if you believe on His Son who died on the cross for your 
sins and was raised again, He will hear because of Christ’s work for us. 
The Lord will rescue you forever!

Thankfulness Helps Us Make Commitments 
JONAH 2:8

Jonah’s thankfulness provokes him to make some commitments before 
the Lord. Jonah cannot make these commitments until he understands 
how bad he is. If he had stayed on the boat, he would not have thought 
about making these vows. But after he sinks down to the bottom and 
realizes his life is almost taken away, Jonah understands his situation is 
serious. He responds with some commitments to God.

First, Jonah says that idols do not save. Two important statements 
serve as bookends. Jonah says, “Those who cling to worthless idols 
forsake faithful love” (v. 8). Later he says, “Salvation is from the Lord!” 
(v. 9). To whom would Jonah make these statements?

Jonah has been on a ship with mariners who pray to false gods, so 
he might have been speaking to them. But they would not have heard 
him from the belly of the fish. Instead, Jonah probably makes these 
statements for those who later would read or hear this proclamation. It 
seems to be a statement to God’s people, the Israelites. 

From the exodus out of Egypt through the eighth century BC, 
Israel’s most prevalent sin was idolatry. Jonah is in effect saying to Israel, 
“Let me make something very clear to everyone listening. When I was in 
the seas, there was nothing that wood, stone, gold, or silver could have 
done. All of the things that we carve out of trees or heat up in pots on 
a great fire, and then bow down to worship—all of the false gods with 
whom we commit whoredom—they did not have any significance for 
me when I neared the end of my life at the bottom of the seas. The only 
thing that mattered in my ordeal was the Lord, who is known for being 
merciful.” 

When life is stripped of every prop and façade that project our sense 
of happiness and of every shade that dims our ability to recognize our 
need to obey the Lord, we then see that the Lord is the most important 
thing in life. Everything else people seek after—those vain idols you are 
running after—is worthless.

The New Testament identifies greed and covetousness as idolatry, 
and there are other types of idols (Col 3:5). Trying to get the perfect 
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body, raising the top academic child, getting rid of stress by substance 
abuse, or whatever else you give all your efforts—regardless of the 
quality of life it gives you and regardless of whether God is pleased 
with you—are all idols and they will not rescue your life when push 
comes down to shove. As Tim Keller says, “An idol is whatever you look 
at and say, in your heart of hearts, ‘If I have that, then I’ll feel my life 
has meaning, then I’ll know I have value, then I’ll feel significant and 
secure’” (Counterfeit Gods, xviii). Jonah says that if you erect idols as your 
saviors, you forsake any hope of faithful love. 

In some of the other translations the term for “faithful love” reads 
“mercy” or “steadfast love.” The Hebrew word is chesed. This is God’s loyal 
covenant love and His faithful mercy by which He rescues people. His 
mercy comes according to the covenant promise He gave to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. And His mercy comes in spite of the actions of His 
people. Jonah says that if you go after idols when you are in need of 
mercy, you have forsaken chesed. There is no way to get mercy to the 
depths of your desperate life if you call on idols. There is no mercy in 
idols. There is great mercy in God because “salvation is from the Lord.” 

Thankfulness Helps Us Live Sacrificial Lives
JONAH 2:9A

Jonah commits himself to sacrifice at the temple as an expression of 
thanksgiving: “But as for me, I will sacrifice to You with a voice of thanks-
giving. I will fulfill what I have vowed.” He would have to get the perfect 
animal—good and without blemish—from a flock, and he would have 
to sacrifice it to God so as to lose something that is of great value to him. 
He expresses his thanksgiving to God for saving his life by giving from 
his bounty.

We do not offer animal sacrifices because there is no temple to 
which we run; Christ has fulfilled the law of sacrifice (Matt 5:17; Rom 
10:4; Heb 10:14,19). We are living sacrifices (Rom 12:1-2). In response 
to our salvation we produce good works that often cause us to make 
sacrifices of our time, energy, money, potential promotions, and worldly 
approval. When we understand how desperate we were before the Lord 
rescued us from perishing, making a sacrifice to express thanksgiving 
is not a major deal. (I’m simply glad to be able to move. I could have 
been at the depths of the grave with the bars of eternal death closed 
over me!) 
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So if I am as thankful as Jonah, I am going to run to the temple, 
find something to sacrifice, and thank the Lord for His mercy in the 
presence of all. I will proclaim how great He is! I will tell everybody that 
I am thankful to the Lord God for saving me because surely I was going 
to die without hope. I will bring my sacrifice because I am glad that I am 
alive to be able to offer something to the Lord. Jonah makes a sacrifice 
that grows out of his understanding of the depth of his drowning and 
the great mercy that God shows to him in his rebellion.

Thankfulness Helps Us Proclaim the Message of Salvation 
JONAH 2:9B

Growing out of the thankfulness within his heart, Jonah makes a final 
exclamation: “Salvation is from the Lord!” With that one statement 
Jonah proclaims the gospel, the very thing that he did not want to do 
when God called him to go to Nineveh (1:1). Yet there is salvation in no 
one else. 

When you have opportunity to proclaim salvation, you understand 
how hopeless was your plight and that weeds were pulling you down to 
a second death; that the bars were going to close over you and destroy 
you; that you were rightly under God’s wrath; and that only He rescued 
you apart from your merit. With this understanding, when there is an 
opportunity to talk about what saves, unashamedly you’ll say, “Salvation 
is from the Lord!”

Only after Jonah’s proclamation of salvation does it say, “Then the 
Lord commanded the fish” (v. 10). God speaks to the fish and the fish 
obeys; the fish does not rebel like Jonah. This is part of the story’s irony. 
God speaks to the fish and the fish does what the Lord says, vomiting 
Jonah onto dry land. People have problems with rebellion. Yet the fish 
obeys immediately and completely. The Lord says, “Go scoop Jonah up,” 
and the fish gets Jonah. He says, “Spit Jonah out,” and the fish spits out 
the prophet. It’s that simple. 

Jesus says, all of you who want a sign proving My divine authority—I 
only have one. It is the sign of Jonah: “For as Jonah was in the belly of 
the huge fish three days and three nights, so the Son of Man will be in 
the heart of the earth three days and three nights” (Matt 12:40). What 
happened during the three days and three nights? Jonah is under God’s 
wrath. He deserves it because he is a rebel. Christ was under God’s great 
wrath on the cross because we are rebels. 
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Jonah goes down into the depths of the belly of Sheol, going down 
into the grave forever under the wrath of God. The Lord put him in 
there. God hurls the sea on him. In the same way God put His very own 
Son on the cross, and God slayed Him. Isaiah 53:10 says, “Yet the Lord 
was pleased to crush Him severely.” Christ certainly experienced the full 
wrath of God—the wrath that should be yours and mine, and the wrath 
that will belong to anyone who does not put his trust in Christ alone for 
salvation. 

Jonah is going all the way down to the bottom of the sea, and as he 
goes down he cries out to the Lord from the grave. Three days later, 
with thanksgiving, Jonah is brought up out of the water. Christ goes 
to the grave, or as the old catechism says, “He descended into hell.” 
He did not really physically descend into hell, but the catechisms are 
trying to say that He took all the wrath of God for us. After three days in 
the grave, with voices of thanksgiving, God raised Christ from the dead 
because the grave could not hold Him down. On this basis, the Lord is 
able to offer mercy to all of us. God’s mercy is so great that He would 
hurl Christ into the depths of Sheol as One forsaken so that we who are 
rightly forsaken in our rebellion can be saved. 

The second chance that God offers is not just to Jonah. God seeks 
to save more people than one drowning man to whom He sent a fish. 
God seeks to save people drowning in sin by sending His Son, Jesus. 
Anyone who trusts in Jesus will receive mercy like Jonah. We will be 
birthed again out of distress, born again and given a new life. This is 
what God provides in Christ, and this is what should make us so thankful 
for salvation.

Reflect and Discuss

1. Based on your use of your free time, what do you value in life? What 
value do spiritual disciplines and service within your congregation 
have to you?

2. Consider again the structure of Jonah’s two prayers within Jonah 2. 
What is the relationship between the prayer in the depths and the 
prayer within the fish? How does each contribute to the other?

3. Keller says, “An idol is whatever you look at and say, in your heart 
of hearts, ‘If I have that, then I’ll feel my life has meaning, then I’ll 
know I have value, then I’ll feel significant and secure’” (Counterfeit 
Gods, xviii). What are some things in life from which you might be 
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drawing an inordinate amount of self-worth, personal value, or even 
a sense of security?

4. What are some ways in which people can mask totally depraved lives 
and fool themselves about their own ability to handle life apart from 
God’s help? What are some dreadful things the Lord uses to awaken 
people to the truth about the desperation of their situations and 
their need for Him?

5. “Often it is difficult for us to visualize our loving, good, and kind 
Lord as one full of this much fury! Yet this rebellious servant expe-
riences the loving discipline of a Father who does not wish for His 
children to err or stray.” How does this statement compare with your 
view of your heavenly Father? Share a time when you have looked 
at a difficulty in life as a sovereign act of loving, Fatherly discipline.

6. Why can Jonah expect to see the Lord in His temple after such 
great disobedience? How does this reveal the majesty of God and 
the glory of Christ?

7. How does Jonah compare to Christ in this chapter? What might 
this comparison reveal about how we should read the storyline of 
Scripture?

8. How has your own thanksgiving for your salvation led to greater 
proclamation of the gospel to unbelievers? What might this say 
about the value you place on being rescued from sin? What might 
this also reveal about your understanding of your true situation 
prior to your salvation?

9. There are many people in the world worshiping false gods, even 
erecting physical objects as idols of worship. What might Jonah 2 
be saying about how we should proclaim the gospel to such people? 
What is the message we must commend, and what are messages we 
must tell them to reject?

10. Do you think it is right for the gospel message to be so exclusive? 
In light of the work of Christ, what makes exclusivity—“Salvation is 
from the Lord”—just and holy? How does Romans explain the jus-
tice of God in the salvation of people (Rom 3:21-26)?
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The Preacher of Doom and the Merciful God

JONAH 3:1-10

Main Idea: Jonah’s obedient proclamation of the destruction of Nineveh 
results in mercy for the Ninevites as the Lord turns from destroying 
them when He sees their belief in His Word.

I. Childhood Disdain for Preaching Doom
II.  We Must Preach the Message of Doom in Obedience to the 

Command to Preach the Gospel of God (3:1-3).
III.  We Must Preach the Message of Doom, for Wicked People Might 

Repent toward God (3:3-5).
IV.  We Must Preach the Message of Doom, for It Might Bring the 

Mighty to a Place of Humility before God (3:6-10).
V. Closing Exhortation on Preaching Doom

Childhood Disdain for Preaching Doom

Maybe you’ve had an incident like this in your home or when you 
were growing up: You and/or your brother and/or your sister 

were playing around rambunctiously in the house. There was a valu-
able item that your mom or your dad had told you, “If you keep horsing 
around, you’re going to knock that over and break it.” You knew you 
better not knock that over and break it. 

As playing among siblings goes, one day you were doing just what 
Mom and Dad said you should not do—horsing around—having a great 
time and Oops. . . . That thing fell: that picture frame broke; there went 
Mom’s favorite glass goblet; gone is that nice (and irreplaceable) piece 
on the coffee table. 

Everyone looks at one another. Oh . . . Now there’s a question: Who 
is going to tell Mom? Who’s going to take that thing you broke—and 
everyone in the house heard the glass break—to find Mom or Dad and 
say, “Yes, we were playing around and did that”?

The oldest siblings probably escaped by threatening the others, and 
so the youngest was drafted. If it did not work like that, someone had 
to be the one to go look Mom or Dad in the eye and risk Mom or Dad 
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taking out the first part of anger on the messenger—you were hoping 
they would not choose to discipline now and ask questions later! 

No one likes to be the bearer of bad news. We learned that as 
children; it sticks with us when we become adults. The first time you get 
a management position and someone above you tells you, “You need to 
fire Bill,” you say, “I’ve never fired anybody. Are you sure that I have to 
be the one to say it?” “Yes, that’s part of your job.” We don’t like that job. 

Equally so, we do not like being bearers of the bad news when it 
comes to the gospel. The gospel has a bad-news side to it. That’s the 
side that we don’t like talking about. We love to talk about the love of 
God and the wonderful relationship He would like to have with people. 
But before someone has a reason to listen to that part of the message, 
there’s some bad news you and I need to tell them: If you do not turn your 
life over to God, you are doomed for all of eternity.

If we never tell the people we know that bad side of the good news, 
they most likely will never have an opportunity to receive the mercy of 
God. There is no salvation without hearing the bad news. That’s the 
predicament in which we find Jonah: Jonah has to be the one to take Nineveh 
the bad news so that they can have a chance to hear some really good news. 
However, it is in receiving this bad news that the Ninevites will become 
objects of the glorious mercy of God.

We might be hesitant to bring up the subject of the gospel because 
the other side of the good news is the bad news, and we don’t want to 
have to tell people the bad news. Jonah, on the other hand, does not 
like the job of preaching to the Ninevites because the other side of the 
bad news is the good news. If he tells these exceedingly wicked people 
the bad news, God might have opportunity to have mercy on them and 
forgive them of all their sins. They will not have to give an account 
in this life for all the acts of wickedness they have committed toward 
Jonah’s people, Israel. An equivalent thought would be of terrorist 
organizations getting away with attacks on American soil or American 
military installations without a Gitmo. The Ninevites will be forgiven 
of all wickedness, and they will be welcomed before God just like the 
people of Israel. 

Rather than taking the mercy of God to them, he says, “I’m going 
to go completely the opposite direction, to Tarshish.” Yet the Lord—
who loves mercy and enjoys giving it to sinners far more than any 
philanthropist or government enjoys giving money to those in need—
so wants to give mercy to Nineveh that He drops rebellious Jonah into 



Jonah 3:1-10 39

the sea. Although Jonah doesn’t want to give mercy to anyone else, he 
wants it for himself, which is where most of us are: We love having mercy 
for ourselves. In mercy through a fish the Lord rescues the rebellious 
prophet and puts him on the dry land of Nineveh. He has another 
opportunity to say what God wants him to say. 

We Must Preach the Message of Doom in Obedience to the 
Command to Preach the Gospel of God

JONAH 3:1-2

“Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time: ‘Get up! 
Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach the message that I tell you.’ 
So Jonah got up and went to Nineveh according to the Lord’s com-
mand.” This second time Jonah goes to Nineveh in obedience rather 
than attempting to go to Tarshish. The words of 3:1-3 mirror those of 
1:1-3, except instead of saying, “Go to the great city of Nineveh and 
preach against it, because their wickedness has confronted Me,” it says, 
“preach the message that I tell you.” Akin to an awakened Ebenezer 
Scrooge, Jonah is ready to do what is right. He does not want his life 
turned upside down again. 

Just like Jonah, you and I are charged to go into the entire world to 
proclaim the good news about the death of Jesus for people’s sin and 
about His resurrection from the dead to offer life. Every person who 
names the name of Christ has a calling from God to proclaim to all men 
that Christ alone has defeated death so that no one needs to fear death. 
Christ has shown that He has life after death and He has more power 
after that. The church much equip and encourage every believer to 
share his faith, and raise up and call out people who will “let goods and 
kindred go, this mortal life also” (Luther, “A Mighty Fortress”) in order 
to take the gospel to places where Christ has not yet been proclaimed. 
As the apostle Paul states, “My aim is to evangelize where Christ has not 
been named” (Rom 15:20).

Why did Jesus die? He died to pay the penalty for our sins. In doing 
so, He is the only One who took on the wrath of God that is due to us 
for our sin. No one has to take on that penalty himself. No one has to 
die on his own for sins because God has sent His Son, Jesus, to do that. 
We must tell people that. 

There are some other things we must say in order to talk to people 
about what the Lord has done. People must understand that God’s will 
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is for people to follow Him, that this has been true since the creation, 
and not one of us has followed God’s will. We have broken God’s law. We 
have desperately failed at following God. If we wanted to outline the Ten 
Commandments, we could show where everyone has broken all of them 
and all of God’s other commands as well. Most people would confess to 
having used the Lord’s name in vain, breaking the Sabbath, committing 
sexual immorality, and coveting. If we are honest, we would agree with 
Shakespeare:

Sin of self-love possesseth all mine eye
And all my soul, and all my every part;
And for this sin there is no remedy,
It is so grounded inward in my heart.  

(Sonnet LXII)

For these sins and more, we stand in jeopardy before a holy God. This 
brings us to the bad news: We have to tell people that we will stand 
before God to be judged under His eternal wrath because we have bro-
ken His law. 

It’s not easy to proclaim this other side of the gospel. It’s like being 
the doctor who has to share bad news about terminal illness with a 
patient. You and I want to be the doctor who says, “It’s a boy!” or “Your 
blood pressure looks good!” But we have to proclaim the message that 
God has given us, and that message has some ugly truths in it. 

We Must Preach the Message of Doom, for Wicked People 
Might Repent toward God

JONAH 3:3-511

Jonah takes that message, and he goes in obedience to preach the word 
of the Lord: “Now Nineveh was an extremely large city, a three-day 
walk” (3:3). Here comes one man to preach to tens of thousands in this 
great city.

Sometimes the translators describe Nineveh as “an exceedingly 
great city” (ESV). What this designation means is that it stands before 
God as a very large city, maybe even a very prosperous city. Nineveh was 
well known all over the ancient world, and it had lots of people. In fact, 

11 Estelle suggests “Jonah’s oracle of doom against Nineveh” begins at 3:4c (Salvation 
through Judgment and Mercy, 129).
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the phrase that it was a three-day walk in that day indicates Nineveh was 
a city about seven and a half miles long—an enormous city for ancient 
times. Jonah is one prophet facing scores of scores of wicked people. 
He has no assurance that they will accept or reject his message. Yet he is 
concerned because he knows that God will do something. 

Jonah walks into the city, one day’s journey, saying only these 
words: “In 40 days Nineveh will be demolished!” (3:4). Somehow, in an 
unrecorded parenthesis, footnote, or logical reasoning processes, the 
Ninevites also heard these words: “And it’s going to be at the hand of 
God. God is the one who sent me here and who is going to demolish 
you.” Jonah preaches his message, and “the men of Nineveh believed 
in God” (v. 5).

This is amazing! Jonah’s sermon is only five words in the Hebrew text 
(Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 108).12 To borrow words 
from the Ellison scholar, Adam Bradley, Jonah’s words were “amoebic in 
form, Jurassic in size” (Bradley, Ralph Ellison, 9). Or, as Theodore Beza 
said of John Calvin’s preaching, “Every word weighed a pound” (as cited 
in Beeke, Living, 279).

How is it that Jonah gets this response such that everybody in the 
entire city believes God, repents, and puts on sackcloth in mourning? 
He gains this response because the gospel is the power of God unto salvation 
(see Rom 1:16). He gets these results because the Father gives these 
people in salvation to His Son (John 6:37,39,65). The message has the 
power because it comes from God! As Jonah said in his prayer, “Salvation 
is from the Lord” (2:9).

12 See also Timmer, A Gracious and Compassionate God, 41. I disagree with Timmer 
when he writes, “We can (and probably should) infer from the Ninevites’ reaction that 
Jonah’s message to the city consisted of more than the bare threat ‘Forty days more and 
Nineveh will be overthrown.’” The proclamation of only five words, possibly repeated 
many times through the streets over the course of Jonah’s journey, demonstrates that the 
Lord is the power behind the message of salvation, in keeping with the proclamation in 
2:9. The Ninevites’ mass repentance at five words from the Lord’s prophet is no less mirac-
ulous than pagan sailors turning to the Lord, a storm ceasing when the prophet is thrown 
into the sea, a fish being prepared to rescue, keep, transport, and vomit the prophet, or a 
vine gourd coming up in a day and being demolished as quickly. The irony lies in the few 
words for which the Lord called Jonah to leave his country to preach, and the glory of God 
is exalted by the response. “The announcement itself is remarkably terse, consisting of a 
temporal phrase followed by a verbless clause (noun + participle)” (Youngblood, Jonah, 
133.) The terseness supports the power of stewardship: When Jonah said only what the 
Lord commanded him to say, without embellishment or diminishment, the Lord accom-
plished His will in the lives of the Ninevites. 
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Jonah did not present all of the arguments for the existence of 
God. Neither did he make a case for the Lord as the true God in 
opposition to the idols of Nineveh. He was not polished in professional 
attire, and neither was he casually dressed so as not to offend anyone. 
Having hopped out of a fish, he probably didn’t look presentable to 
anybody! The results here show that human effort is not what changes 
the hearts of the Ninevites or anyone else. Instead, they demonstrate that 
believers, as stewards of the gospel, should be faithful to saying what God says 
and leave the results to God. As Sinclair Ferguson says of the power of 
the gospel,

This power lays waste to its enemies. But its enemies are 
not foreign nations, but sin and death and Satan and hell. 
And this power in the gospel . . . has enormous efficiency. 
But its efficiency is to save men and women for all eternity. 
(“Saving Power of God”)

In response to the message, the text simply says, “The men of 
Nineveh believed in God.” A great and wicked people should have 
laughed at Jonah, saying, “Take your fish-smelling babble back to 
Jerusalem.” Instead, they believed his message! Even the people of great 
social status believed, for the message was received “from the greatest of 
them to the least.”

If you are waiting for the perfect moment to tell an unbeliever that 
he is condemned to hell before an all-holy God, you’re never going to 
say anything because there is no perfect moment. The perfect moment 
to say it is whenever you have a chance to talk freely: “I need to talk to 
you about the most important thing to me, and it’s going to be the most 
important thing to you. Let me know when we can sit down and talk 
about it. I want to talk to you about your relationship with God.”

“I don’t want to hear about that.”
“Well, you need to know all of us are sinners before God and 

anybody without God is going to be judged forever before God.”
On opportunities to share the gospel, theologian Donald Whitney 

writes,

They won’t just happen. You’ll have to discipline yourself to 
ask your neighbors how you can pray for them or when you 
can share a meal with them. You’ll have to discipline yourself 
to get with your coworkers during off-hours. Many such 
opportunities for evangelism will never take place if you wait 
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for them to occur spontaneously. The World, the flesh, and 
the Devil will do their best to see to that. You, however, backed 
by invincible power of the Holy Spirit, can make sure that 
these enemies of the gospel do not win. (Spiritual Disciplines, 
131–32)

With words of even greater encouragement to share the gospel, Whitney 
also writes, “Only the sheer rapture of being lost in the worship of God is 
as exhilarating and intoxicating as telling someone about Jesus Christ” 
(Spiritual Disciplines, 119). This thrill will be ours when we proclaim the 
gospel boldly and leave the results in the hands of the Almighty.

We Must Preach the Message of Doom, for It Might Bring 
the Mighty to a Place of Humility before God

JONAH 3:6-9

So Jonah preaches the message the Lord tells him to preach, and that 
message reaches the king of Nineveh. There’s a beautiful picture in here 
when the king gets the message. It says: “He got up from his throne, 
took off his royal robe”—he removed his great royal covering—and he 
“put on sackcloth.” Then he doesn’t go back and sit on the throne; 
instead he “sat in ashes.”

This great king of this great city who sits on a great throne and who 
is wearing great robes of royalty one minute looks like an insignificant 
nobody who’s mourning and sitting in ashes another minute. The 
Lord’s message has made this great statesman, who is part of an empire 
that is ruling the world, understand that even he must humble himself 
before God.

The king then makes this great edict: “Look, there’s no eating; 
there’s no drinking. I don’t want anybody without sackcloth, even 
down to the animals.” Of course the animals cannot receive salvation. 
However, in the ancient Near East people even pulled their beasts into 
the fast. They would sacrifice their beasts when the animals started to 
die off from lack of food and water. 

So the king’s words would have communicated, “If we lose all of our 
business and we lose all of our food here, it does not matter because 
we’re in trouble before God. Let’s just put all of that aside right now. 
Don’t let anyone do anything but cry out to God and turn from the evil 
way of his hands.” The king gives that proclamation while sitting in an 
ash heap, humble before God. 
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This present world witnesses scores of mighty people—world 
leaders—who need to hear about the Lord. They lead superpowers with 
military forces that repel protesters and would-be rebels in the thousands. 
Often they are inaccessible to the common citizen, if not untouchable. 
Yet someone needs to tell the likes of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad about the 
Lord and Kim Jong Il about the mercy of God in Christ, lest they perish. 
We need to tell our own city, county, state, and national leaders about 
the wrath of God.

How do we reach such powerful people? We have to keep preaching 
and praying faithfully, hoping that the Lord might be pleased to rescue 
an entire, world-class city through a Spirit-wrought revival, and hoping 
then that a whole nation might turn from their wicked ways and turn to 
God in fear. If you want to see your nation make changes in its views on 
gun control, homosexuality, abortion, and its treatment of the poor, and 
if you desire to see gang violence and crime leave your neighborhood—
if you want our cities and nation to put away the evil in their hands—it 
does not start with protests, lobbying, and more at-risk youth programs; 
they are secondary. It starts with the power of God changing hearts as 
people come to fear the wrath of God through believing the message of 
the gospel.

So this message of doom brings a king down. When the king is 
humbled by the Lord’s message, he makes an edict to the whole nation, 
effectively telling them, “If we do this, maybe God will have mercy on us 
and spare us from this disaster so that we do not perish” (because that’s 
what people do without God—they perish). 

Verse 10 concludes the episode, saying, “Then God saw their 
actions—that they had turned from their evil ways—so God relented 
[your translation might say God “repented”] from the disaster He 
had threatened to do to them. And He did not do it.” What? In forty 
days Nineveh should be overthrown. The people go into repentance, 
agreeing with the king’s reasoning: “Perhaps God will hear us and we 
will not perish.” God sees their actions—that they believe the word that 
He sent through His prophet—and God turns away from disaster. 

Earlier I alluded to Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, a story many 
revisit annually near Christmas through many media venues, including 
print, older and more recent movies, and live stage productions. One 
mention of the title of this classic and immediately images come to 
mind of a greedy, stingy curmudgeon being led through his life’s story 
by ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Future. One of the most 
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vivid of these images might be of the terrified Scrooge, having seen 
the panorama of his entire life, speaking to the Ghost of Christmas 
Future while standing near his own grave, saying, “Men’s courses will 
foreshadow certain ends, to which, if persevered in, they must lead. But 
if the courses be departed from, the ends will change. Say it is thus with 
what you show me” (Dickens, A Christmas Carol, 96). Dickens, through 
Scrooge’s character, recognizes that people are in need of change—in 
need of repentance—in order to avoid destruction. God, in contrast, is 
“a spirit, whose being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and 
truth are infinite, eternal, and unchangeable” (Kelly, Rollinson, and 
Marsh, Westminster Shorter Catechism, 5).

Some people think God changed His mind. God can’t change His 
mind because God can’t change. It looks like God said one thing and 
then He said another. Yet Scripture teaches that we serve a God who is 
immutable. He cannot change. 

Whatever character God has now, He’s had it from eternity past, 
and He will have it forever. Whatever power God has, He’s had that 
power from eternity past and He’s never lost any of it. He will always 
have it. He’s not increasing in power. Whatever knowledge He has, God 
has already had that knowledge His entire existence and will have it 
through all of eternity. God does not learn; He does not go to school, 
so He cannot increase in knowledge. God does not catch colds, so God 
doesn’t need to heal. He doesn’t stub His toe or do anything that could 
imply a need for change. 

So He never changes. If He could change, we wouldn’t want to serve 
Him. If God could change, He could change in faithfulness, goodness, 
mercy, or truthfulness. If the Lord could change in His mercy, in the 
year 10001 He could say, “That’s enough; time for you to go to hell.”

God does not change. God is who He is and has always been who 
He is, and forever He will be who He is and always has been. Even His 
mind does not change, for it is not as if He did not know what the 
Ninevites were going to do. God has sent a word through the prophet of 
threatened judgment. A threat always has two intended outcomes based 
on which option the receiver chooses. 

Whenever a parent makes a threat such as “You’re going to be in 
trouble for not cleaning your room,” the child understands that if he 
cleans his room, he will not be in trouble. The ability to avoid disaster is 
inherent in the word of judgment. Or if someone sees a sign on a fence 
that says, “Danger: Electric Fence, High Voltage; You Will Be Shocked,” 
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that person understands that if he does not touch the fence, he will not 
be shocked. (However, if you were a child who just had to test everything, 
you might not understand fully the nature of safety measures within 
warnings!)

Both receiving judgment and avoiding judgment are contained 
within the words of the warning sign. Similarly, when God says, “In 40 
days Nineveh will be demolished,” He threatens judgment as a God who 
is slow to anger and abounding in mercy. Jonah knows this because 
he later says that he knew that is what the Lord would do (4:2). Jonah 
understood that mercy was riding with judgment when he took the 
message of the Lord to Nineveh. The co-traveling of judgment and 
mercy always is the Lord’s way because the Lord is not just throwing 
around wrath and judgment in an effort to doom and destroy people; 
God also seeks to save people from His wrath. 

Therefore, God doesn’t change His mind. Inherent within His 
message of doom and judgment is this: “But if you change your ways, 
if you repent and yield to Me, if you will bow to My Son and believe in 
Him, I will spare you.” We know Scripture teaches, “God is not a man 
who lies, or a son of man who changes His mind. Does He speak and 
not act, or promise and not fulfill?” (Num 23:19). The prophet Samuel 
says, “The Eternal One of Israel does not lie or change His mind, for He 
is not man who changes his mind” (1 Sam 15:29). James, too, teaches, 
“Every generous act and every perfect gift is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights; with Him there is no variation or shadow 
cast by turning” (Jas 1:17). For God, there is no changing His mind or 
essence. He has been and is the way that He will always be. He always 
has been, is, and will be a merciful God. He always has been a God who 
is slow to anger and abounding in mercy. He loves to give His love and 
mercy to anyone who will believe His message of judgment and mercy. 
He simply invites you to take that message to people so that they can 
have a second chance at life.

Closing Exhortation on Preaching Doom
When I was graduating from college, about to get married, I applied for 
a job at a federal agency about February of that year. I was offered the 
full-time job about late March, and although I had only part-time work 
at that time, I turned it down because I was holding out for a job in 
which I would use my biblical studies degree—a ministry job. 
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April came and went without any hits from all my other job 
applications. May disappeared without any sign of a job. Now the 
pressure to secure work was increasing because I was getting married 
in July. My wife’s parents wanted to know if she was about to marry 
Deadbeat Bob, possibly having to provide for us, of which they were not 
going to approve. June came and went without a call for a job.

Then one day, very near the first of July, I got a call. It was from 
the aforementioned federal agency. A supervisor in an office wanted to 
know when I could start work. I asked her, “How did you come to call me 
about this job?” She said that she was about to leave this job for another 
one, but she was finishing up loose ends and had my application on her 
desk—the one Human Resources had sent her in February. She said 
that the call was late, but if I still wanted the job, it was mine. “Yes, I’ll 
take it!” I said right then because I knew with that call, it could only be 
the Lord giving me a second chance at this job offer.

There are many times when God gives us second chances, third 
chances, and fiftieth chances to get something right. We make many 
mistakes in our parenting. No worries; He allows us to try again with 
grandchildren. We slack off school with poor effort. Later in life, in 
mercy, He provides us skills training or an opportunity to complete 
school as an adult. We squander our finances; when we become faithful 
stewards, He cleans up a credit score or gets rid of our debts. Most of 
all, when we live in sin, rejecting His call for salvation, worshiping other 
gods of our own making, living life our own way, the Lord has a second 
chance for that too: He offers us eternal life through Jesus Christ who 
died on the cross as our substitute and rose again to justify us before 
the Lord.

Many others, too, will have second chances to repent and believe 
the gospel, if we preach the message of doom to them just like it was 
preached to us.

Reflect and Discuss
1. Donald Whitney says, “I think the seriousness of evangelism is the 

main reason it frightens us. We realize that in talking with someone 
about Christ, heaven and hell are at stake. The eternal destiny of 
the person looms before us. And even when we rightly believe that 
the results of this encounter rest in God’s hands and that we bear no 
accountability for the person’s response to the gospel, we still sense 
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a solemn duty to communicate the message faithfully, as well as the 
holy dread of saying or doing anything that might rise as a stum-
bling block to this person’s salvation” (Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines, 
123). Give reasons why you think someone might sense a concern 
about being a stumbling block even when he understands the Lord 
must provide power for a saving response to the gospel.

2. Consider the last time you failed to respond faithfully to an oppor-
tunity or prompting to share the gospel with an unbeliever. What do 
you need to do to be prepared to share immediately the next time 
a similar situation arises?

3. Jonah’s message was simple; it was five words long in the Hebrew 
text. What is the most simple way you can share the gospel message 
without omitting its necessary aspects?

4. Think of the last evangelistic sermon you heard that included a 
call to repentance from sin. How did the audience respond? What 
were you hoping would be the response of people and why? What 
does this tell you about how you feel about preaching the need for 
repentance?

5. Based on Jonah 1–3, what sort of attitude do you think Jonah should 
have had toward both God and the Ninevites when the Lord gave 
him the command a second time? Why do you feel he should have 
had such an attitude? What emotions do you think he should be 
feeling and why?

6. Jonah’s preaching of the Lord’s message brings a contrast between 
two kings—the king of Nineveh and Christ the King. How is Christ 
exalted as the true King by Jonah’s preaching and the king’s 
response thereto? Compare and contrast the posture of the two 
kings in response to Jonah’s preaching. What might this tell you 
about how God is glorified through our proclamation of the gospel?

7. In place of courageously, verbally proclaiming the gospel of Christ, 
it is common for modern believers to bring an unbelieving friend 
to church to hear the gospel, hoping the sermon will do the work 
of evangelism instead. Based on your reading of Jonah 3, how is this 
idea slightly wrong-headed? In contrast, what might some typical 
behavior tell a church about its preparation and planning for its 
worship services? 

8. In a modern setting, how might a group of evangelical churches pro-
claim the gospel to every resident within a city? How might a group 
of believers contribute to an effort to see the gospel proclaimed to 
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their city and state leaders? What might these efforts mean for any 
one church’s traditional ministry programming and yearly budget?

9. Consider the following passages: Acts 2:36-41; 4:13-22; 5:27-42; 7:51-
58; 13:42-46; 17:32-34. What types of responses do people give to the 
apostles’ preaching of Christ? What might these varied responses 
tell you about the type of response Nineveh gave to Jonah’s preach-
ing? What might it tell you about the type of response you may 
receive if you make it a habit to share your faith with unbelievers 
regularly, courageously, zealously, and boldly?

10. What confidence do you gain from knowing the Lord is immutable? 
How does His immutability strengthen your hope for the salvation 
of your lost friends and relatives? How might this truth also affect 
your thinking about sharing the gospel without shame or fear?
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The Angry Shade-Lover and the  
Cattle-Saving God

JONAH 4:1-11

Main Idea: Jonah’s angry despair over the Lord’s mercy toward the 
Ninevites reveals the merciful character of God in salvation toward both 
Jonah and the Ninevites.

I. Anger: Righteous and Unrighteous
II.  Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Think Life with God Is Not 

Worth Living (4:1-4).
 A. Jonah expected consistency from God.
 B. Jonah had problems with the character of God.
 C. Jonah was angry with the freedom of God to be God.
III.  Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Hope for the Judgment of God 

on Others That You Would Not Want for Yourself (4:5-8).
IV.  Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Miss Opportunities to Be 

Merciful the Way God Is Merciful (4:9-11).
 A. Jonah and the plant’s care and authority
 B. Jonah and the plant’s limited existence
 C. Jonah and the plant’s support of God’s love for Nineveh

Anger: Righteous and Unrighteous

Anger. It is the emotion you feel when your expectation of justice is 
not met. 
It is what you feel when a child does not follow through on the 

instruction you gave before you left the house, or when that child does 
not demonstrate the respect you feel you should be afforded as a parent. 
Anger is what stirs in you when you see a news report about a serial 
pedophile being identified by adult victims for crimes he committed 
years ago and then escaping justice through a legal loophole. Anger is 
what grips you when you have tired of repeating yourself to your spouse 
about the need for more respect, greater sensitivity, more frequent 
sex, more attention, less attention given to the mother-in-law, tighter 
discipline of the children, or more time in the schedule to breathe. 
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Anger also is what can overcome you when you receive the poor 
work evaluation you have earned, yet you feel that you do not deserve it. 
It is the emotion you experience when your expectation of justice is not 
met. It is an emotion of great concern within, not a simple emotion of 
passing things. When you feel anger, you have great concern.

Anger: it fuels almost everything ugly, from cursing, to envy, to 
vengeance, to isolation; from domestic violence to domestic terrorism; 
from leaving church membership the wrong way to creating cults that 
allow you to express your angst with the powers that be.

Both the hatred characteristic of racist supremacist groups and 
the protests over the Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown shootings are 
fueled by anger. As one comment recorded by a journalist during the 
protests of the police-shooting death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, 
Missouri, notes, “The durable anger in Ferguson is fueled by the enigma 
of the officer’s identity and the perceived possibility that, should the 
department fail to bring charges against him, his name may never be 
known” (Cobb, “What I Saw”). In other words, the riots and protests, 
whether peaceful, violent, civil, or uncivil, were fueled by a sense of 
mistreatment or injustice. Anger is an emotional response to a sense of 
failed justice or missing righteousness. 

Anger is powerful, and at some point it grabs each of us in its 
clutches. Righteous anger can be a good power when under control, 
such as when our Lord cleansed the temple because it was not right for 
people to make a marketplace out of the temple courts (Matt 21:12-13; 
John 2:14-17). 

Unrighteous anger, however, is dangerous. Sadly, for numerous 
reasons, many people struggle with feelings of unrighteous anger. They 
live with a gnawing sense of injustice within their daily routines, or they 
experience it as part of a haunting past and/or ongoing mistreatment.

Jonah’s expectation of justice was not met. As we often experience, 
he has come to a time when the circumstances of his life—circumstances 
orchestrated by God—have made him angry with God. For Jonah, God 
has not met his expectations of justice. The feeling conjured by his 
missing expectation of justice will rule Jonah, clouding his thoughts 
about God, the Ninevites, and himself. Yet Jonah will soon learn that his 
unrighteous anger put him at odds with God’s mercy.

Through Jonah’s interactions with the Lord, we can learn to submit 
our anger to God so that we can put serious emotional energy into what 
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pleases God. As Jonah sits under the shade of his plant, he teaches us 
three things about being ruled by unrighteous anger.

Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Think Life with God Is 
Not Worth Living

JONAH 4:1-4

“But Jonah was greatly displeased and became furious.” Maybe you can 
imagine what this feels like. If he could stomp, he would; if he could 
bang his fist, he would. He can yell at God, and he does: “Isn’t this what I 
said when I was in my country? I knew You were going to do this! I knew 
this would happen if I obeyed You! I knew I couldn’t trust You to make 
things turn out my way! I knew You weren’t right!” This is depravity at its 
finest. The creature is accusing the Creator of sin and injustice rather 
than looking within and saying, “God is always right; my anger must 
mean that something is wrong with me.”

Baldwin writes, “[Jonah’s] reaction stops us in our tracks. The 
very strong expression indicates that Jonah’s anger welled up from the 
depths of his being, like that of a child throwing a temper tantrum. Such 
anger is totally irrational, and yet it must have an explanation” (“Jonah,” 
583).

Jonah seems to be angry for three reasons. 

Jonah Expected Consistency from God

He expected consistency, and he expected it to take a certain form. In 
Jonah’s mind God should have judged the enemy with wrath, not mercy, 
because that is what Jonah thinks God is like and what he thinks God 
should do to other sinners. Jonah is angry because God has given mercy 
to repentant sinners in Nineveh rather than following through with the 
destruction Jonah preached. Jonah’s own false expectations contribute 
to his anger.

Jonah Had Problems with the Character of God

Jonah quotes to God that great statement about God’s self-identity that 
is repeated in various forms nine times in the Old Testament: “Yahweh 
is a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and rich in faith-
ful love and truth, maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, 
forgiving wrongdoing, rebellion, and sin” (Exod 34:6-7; see also Num 
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14:18; 2 Chr 30:9; Neh 9:17; Pss 86:15; 103:8; 111:4; 112:4; 116:5; 145:8; 
and Joel 2:13). Baldwin comments, 

This was a creed with a difference, because it was God-given 
and because it was given in a time of acute danger, when the 
nation of Israel, deeply involved in idolatry at the moment 
when the Lord was revealing his will to Moses, might have 
been wiped out (Exod 32:10). It was therefore part of Israel’s 
history, preciously guarded because it was important for an 
ongoing relationship between Israel and the Lord. How then 
could these marvelous attributes of Israel’s God be shared with 
a city like Nineveh? (“Jonah,” 583)

Jonah is disappointed with God’s character. “Jonah sees the 
deferment of judgment on Nineveh as a weakness on God’s part and 
disapproves strongly of sharing the Lord’s compassion with the unlovely” 
(Baldwin, “Jonah,” 583–84). Jonah is angry with the fourfold kindness 
of God’s nature.

Jonah has a problem with God showing grace—with God being One 
who gives His favor to people. Yet as Timmer recognizes, “God’s grace 
per se is not onerous to Jonah: he simply hates grace shown to those 
he thinks don’t deserve it, especially non-Israelites” (A Gracious and 
Compassionate God, 122).

Jonah takes issue with God being merciful—One who cares for 
people tenderly and compassionately, as a mother would care for a 
child (the Hebrew concept behind the words). That God would be One 
who would look down at evil and violent people—at His enemies, no 
less!—and lean over them the way a good mother leans over a baby’s 
crib, tenderly holding and caressing that baby, is an issue for Jonah. On 
God’s mercy, John Feinberg notes:

There is a significant difference between grace and mercy. 
Both involve unmerited favor, but the difference is that 
whereas grace may be given to those who are miserable and 
desperately in need of help, it may also be given to those who 
have no particular need. On the other hand, mercy is given 
specifically to those whose condition is miserable and one of 
great need. . . . With respect to our need to pay for sins and be 
forgiven, the human race is in great need. What God did for 
us in Christ on Calvary is an act of great mercy. (No One Like 
Him, 159)
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Jonah despairs of God being slow to anger. Jonah chides God for being 
extremely patient, not meting out deserved judgment immediately on 
sinners, but giving undeserving persons chance after chance to turn 
away from sin and destruction and turn toward God and His holiness. 
Does Jonah really want our God to be quick to anger?

Jonah has angst with God abounding in faithful, covenant-keeping 
love in spite of the action of His rebellious people. The Hebrew term here 
is chesed. The complexity and depth of this divine attribute is seen in 
its various English translations: “faithful love” (HCSB), “steadfast love” 
(ESV), “kindness” (KJV), “lovingkindness” (NASB), and “love” (NIV). 
Concepts of love, faithfulness, and kindness are bound together in 
“rich” abundance. Bruckner proposes the “unrelenting love” of God is 
the best translation of the term, “which is God’s covenant commitment 
to his people. With this unrelenting love he binds himself to his 
promises to them.” Brucker further suggests, “The nearest equivalent 
word in the New Testament is agapē , translated ‘unconditional love’” 
(Bruckner, Jonah, 111). Jonah grieves over God directing His love 
toward Nineveh.

Knowing Jonah’s situation and attitude, one might understand 
his anguish with the Lord’s ways. It would be characteristic of God 
to be merciful to His covenant people. But God now directs His 
covenant-keeping love at people outside of the covenant—wicked, 
Israel-hating people—and in effect has brought them under the 
covenant of mercy! 

Jonah Was Angry with the Freedom of God to Be God

This problem derives from the first two. Proverbs 19:3 says, “A man’s 
own foolishness leads him astray, yet his heart rages against the Lord.” 
This is what has happened to Jonah. Jonah’s wrong thoughts and wrong 
hopes made his situation as it was. But his heart was raging against God. 
As Pastor William L. Banks observes, “Jonah’s rebellion at the first was 
the result of his mistaken and willful zeal, his anger at this stage was 
caused by frustration of his own will” (Jonah, 106).

Whenever we are angry and it is not righteous anger—righteous 
anger being anger when justice truthfully is not met—our anger really is 
directed at God for being God. God does not have to change one’s 
parents, child, or spouse immediately because He is slow to anger. God 
does not have to judge thieves, cheats, liars, or cruel people harshly 
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because God is merciful and gracious. The Lord, since He rules over 
all, is free not to move on the heart of someone to show us favor, grant 
forgiveness, or offer an apology on our timetable. God is not in debt to 
us to do anything (cf. Rom 11:33-36). The Lord cannot be tamed on the 
leash of our expectations. 

Even so, Jonah should know from the experiences with the call to 
go and the storm that he cannot control God even by his disobedience 
because God will always be God: He always will be in absolute control 
of all things, working all things after the counsel of His own will, and 
that for our good! Yet God’s own children have a problem with God’s 
sovereign freedom. When things do not turn out as we desire them 
to, we then find ourselves, in truth, angry with the will of God for our 
lives. It is then that we, like Jonah, run the gamut of feelings from a 
simple pity party, “Woe is me,” to depression, where we don’t even feel 
like getting up most days; from there we slide to despondency, where we 
check out mentally and emotionally from a relationship; and then to 
despair, where we can’t see anything good at all. Finally, if we do not 
recognize the downward emotional cycle, we can land at Jonah’s death 
wish because we can see no way to make life fair: “God, it would be better 
if I were dead.”

The truth is that Jonah, and we, really do not want God to be 
anything other than God. If the Maker of the seas were otherwise, 
Jonah would have been fish food. If the Lord failed to be as merciful 
to us as He is to our enemies, we all would perish and wouldn’t have an 
angry prayer to scream at Him. The divine freedom that gives one child 
overprotective parents is the same mercy that gives any of us parents 
at all. The mercy that keeps one marriage from immorality is the same 
mercy that is patient when your spouse needs great improvement in 
your eyes. That patience that gives you a house at all is the same patience 
that will alleviate your financial problems when God is ready for them 
to be liquidated.

Therefore, believers must seek after God as He is revealed in truth in 
the Scriptures. Attitudes despairing of the Lord’s mysterious, sovereign 
freedom behind His grace, mercy, patience, and covenant faithfulness 
must humbly return to the cross and to the empty tomb in order to gain 
a perspective that is cleansed by the blood of Christ and invigorated by 
resurrection power. Let God be God and hear His words: “Is it right for 
you to be angry?”
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Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Hope for the Judgment 
of God on Others That You Would Not Want for Yourself

JONAH 4:5-8

Jonah leaves the city and builds a shelter of branches to make a shady 
spot as he hopes for life to go differently. Seemingly, he has made him-
self a front-row seat with peanuts, nachos, and beer while he waits for 
God to change His mind again and rain down fire on Nineveh. He is so 
mad that while building the booth he does not think about the booth 
as a reminder of the shelters the Israelites lived in after God delivered 
them out of Egypt and dropped them into the promised land. All he 
can do is pout.

John Piper’s insights on anger and bitterness seem apropos for this 
moment of the story:

What gives so much force to the impulse of anger in such 
cases is the overwhelming sense that the offender does not 
deserve forgiveness. That is, the grievance is so deep and so 
justifiable that not only does self-righteousness strengthen 
our indignation, but so does a legitimate sense of moral 
outrage. It’s the deep sense of legitimacy that gives our 
bitterness its unbending compulsion. We feel that a great 
crime would be committed if the magnitude of the evil 
we’ve experienced were just dropped and we let bygones 
be bygones. We are torn: our moral sense says this evil 
cannot be ignored, and the Word of God says we must 
forgive. (Future Grace, 265)

God has something for Jonah’s pouting. It is hot where Jonah sits—
hot enough that the makeshift booth cannot provide enough shade. 
So the Lord appoints a plant with large leaves to grow up over Jonah to 
give him more shade—in one day’s time no less (which itself is mercy). 
The story reveals that the Lord gives this provision to save him from his 
discomfort, or literally, to “rescue” him from his “evil.”

When the passage speaks of the Lord appointing (or providing) 
the vine, worm, and scorching wind, it is referring to the providence 
of God—God’s works that are “completely holy, wise and powerful, 
preserving and governing every creature and every action,” as the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism states (Meade, Training Hearts, 40). Just 
as the Lord appointed the storm and the fish in Jonah 1—because He 
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absolutely controls the winds, waves, and storms, and all animals—so 
now He decrees that a plant will grow in a short day to shade Jonah. In 
the Hebrew a play on ambiguous terms is created in which God appoints 
the plant to rescue Jonah from his evil heart and not just to shade him 
from the sun. Jonah likes the shade of the plant. He is rejoicing greatly 
in the shade appointed by God. 

The next day, however, things do not go the way Jonah likes. For 
the same providence of God that brought the shade now brings a “very 
hungry caterpillar,” so to speak, to tear up the plant, taking away the 
shade. That is followed by Providence sending a scorching wind to bring 
Jonah to a place of heatstroke. Broken, and again despairing of life, now 
Jonah starts that “I wish I were dead” mantra again (4:8).

When Providence determined to give him shade, Jonah was happy. 
When Providence determines to give him a time of fainting, Jonah 
balks. Jonah likes mercy. But Jonah does not like seeing how precarious 
and desperate life is without it—what he would feel if he received what 
he wishes for Nineveh. On this, James M. Boice said of Jonah,

Jonah should have perished miserably inside the great fish. He 
had renounced God. It would have been only proper if God 
had renounced him. Yet God had showed him great mercy, 
first in bringing him to repentance and then in saving him 
and recommissioning him to preach in Nineveh. Jonah had 
certainly experienced mercy at the hand of God. But there 
was a long journey across the desert, and man’s memory is 
short. Jonah had forgotten God’s mercy and was therefore ill-
prepared to appreciate it when God showed the same mercy to 
others. (Minor Prophets, 206)

Instead of hoping for the destruction of someone else, we need 
to think of how much we like mercy and how impoverished we would 
be without it. We love that God has given us a job or kept us during 
periods of unemployment. We rejoice in the Lord watching over our 
children and grandchildren or keeping our minds at peace when a 
child tragically leaves this world. We are glad that our Savior has seen 
us through major health issues or given us grace to live with them while 
still enjoying life.

Think now, instead, of what your life experience would be if the 
Lord had not appointed open doors for good jobs, or appointed angels 
to watch over your children (Matt 18:10; Heb 1:14), or appointed 
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medical care and praying people into your life. We would be crippled, 
debilitated, balled up in a corner with grief, living like beggars.

Recently a man who had greatly harmed me lost his wife by a 
tragic death. Upon hearing the news, I immediately experienced the 
temptation to say, “He is getting what he deserves.” Yet in a moment of 
grace, the Spirit of God led me to praying for this brother in the Lord 
rather than gloating at his pain. I thought, I would not want my wife to 
die in that manner; neither would I want others rejoicing while I grieved losing 
her. I would want mercy, and I have experienced great mercy in Christ’s 
atoning work on behalf of my sins. Therefore I wished for the Lord to 
pour out that same great mercy on my offender. To do otherwise would 
be a shortsighted and selfish denial of my own need for the Lord’s mercy.

Unrighteous Anger Can Make You Miss Opportunities  
to Be Merciful the Way God Is Merciful

JONAH 4:9-11

Still seething, Jonah feels justified when the Lord asks about his right to 
be angry over the vine: “It’s right. I’m angry enough to die!” Literally, he 
“was inflamed” (Bruckner, Jonah, 109). As Bruckner surmises, “Jonah’s 
anger is a reflection of Yahweh’s anger (3:9) over Nineveh’s wicked-
ness. But Jonah’s anger also stands in contrast to Yahweh’s, for he does 
not believe that their evil should be forgiven” (ibid.). For the first time 
Jonah admits his anger to the Lord (ibid., 116).

Jonah is concerned about a plant. The Lord is concerned about 
sinners in Nineveh. Jonah desires mercy on something temporal and 
nonhuman: “God, please save the plant!” God determines to give mercy 
to wretched, evil people.

Typically, people, even believers, tend to express more passion 
over the crash of a hard drive than over the souls of people who are in 
jeopardy of the wrath of God. When someone ponders, “Why did my 
cell phone screen have to crack today?” he really is asking, “Lord, why 
weren’t You merciful to my cell phone today?” With similar paroxysms 
of emotion in other disruptions of life we scream, “Lord, I need my car!” 
“I cannot afford a new oven!” “Why did You let me ruin my suit today?” 
“I need this job!” “Lord, I do not want to lose my house!”

As we grow in anger over the loss of such transitory items, we drain 
emotional energy that should be fueling an urgent concern for people 
who have not experienced Christ’s forgiveness. Being self-absorbed in 
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worldly concerns, we can lose sight of the Lord’s mandate to reach the 
lost with the good news of the death and resurrection of Christ. Former 
missionary and seminary president J. Robertson McQuilkin posits, 

A world, no matter how lost, will not move me to action while 
I am mired in self-love. On the other hand, once I am freed to 
make choices on the basis of compassion for others, the need 
of lost men and women does indeed become compelling. 
And what more compelling need is there than billions of 
people who today face a Christless eternity . . . ? The terrifying 
lostness that envelopes most in this world, pressing them with 
inexorable acceleration toward the blackness of hell—if this 
does not move us to action, what will? (The Great Omission, 
20–21)

The Lord’s questioning of Jonah intends to reveal the self-
centeredness, worldliness, and lack of love within Jonah—his 
shallowness, as well as the paucity of his understanding of the majesty 
of God. 

First, Jonah has no real relationship with the plant, not in care or authority. 
He did not provide it nutrients, water, soil, or pruning. His only care is 
what the plant offers him and not what he could offer the plant.

Second, the plant for which Jonah shows concern had a limited existence. 
In a flash the plant arose, and in the blink of an eye it was no more. 
The amount of zeal Jonah expresses toward the vine is greatly 
disproportionate to its length of life. Based on the extreme actions 
Jonah desires, one might think Jonah experienced the death of a child 
or spouse, or loss of his life savings, the family’s five-generations-old 
farm, or his position with a firm he had served for three decades.

Third, Jonah’s love for the plant argues in favor of God’s love for Nineveh. 
The Lord has a real relationship with the people of Nineveh as the 
Creator. He has concern for those “who cannot distinguish between 
their right and their left” (4:11). The Ninevites are “ignorant of God in 
their culture of violence” (Bruckner, Jonah, 109) yet responsible morally 
for their actions.13 The gracious and merciful God responds to them as 

13 Baldwin (“Jonah,” 590) finds Nineveh “uninstructed and morally naïve,” and 
Banks (Jonah, 121) similarly sees a reference to “spiritual ignorance and lack of moral dis-
cernment.” In contrast, Youngblood thinks the Ninevites lack Israel’s access to the Lord’s 
special revelation. Yet he should see from his own argument that when “God often warned 
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Savior, showing mercy even to their cattle. “Even if Jonah does not care 
about the people, perhaps, God suggests, he may have some compassion 
for their cattle,” says Alexander (“Jonah,” 131).

The Lord’s concern for the people of the great city of Nineveh is 
deep. His “care” is a term indicating He has tears in His eyes for Nineveh 
(Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 133). Jonah’s tribalism, 
anger, and hope for Nineveh’s destruction would attempt to rob the 
Savior of weeping for people whom He seeks to save. Like Norman 
Maclean, author of A River Runs Through It, who describes God’s freedom 
to choose to appoint for mercy whom He wills as a river, Jonah’s actions 
say, “I am haunted by these waters” (Maclean, River, 104). However, in 
order to have a heart for the world, including for one’s enemies, even 
as the Lord does in Christ (Rom 5:6-11), one must accept the freedom 
of the Lord to show mercy on people as wicked as ancient Nineveh. As 
Calvin writes,

Therefore, since God claims to himself the right of governing 
the world, a right unknown to us, let it be our law of modesty 
and soberness to acquiesce in his supreme authority regarding 
his will as our only rule of justice, and the most perfect cause 
of all things, . . . that universal overruling Providence from 
which nothing flows that is not right, though the reasons 
thereof may be concealed. (Institutes, 1.17.2)

Reflect and Discuss
1. What are some things over which you have been extremely angry 

only later to find out you were wrong about injustice being commit-
ted toward you? What was driving your original perspective on the 
situation? What later information helped you to think differently?

2. When have you been angry with the Lord about unfulfilled dreams 
or missed expectations? What was your original hope that went 
unfulfilled? Why was that expectation so significant to you at that 
period of your life?

3. When have you failed to express righteous anger—moral outrage 
or a cry for justice—over an occupational, familial, communal, or 
church issue, realizing in hindsight you should have made your 

Israel not to turn to the right or to the left as they walked the path of obedience,” the turning 
indicates a moral decision with respect to obedience to the special revelation (Youngblood, 
Jonah,174; emphasis mine).
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voice known? Why is it sometimes difficult to express righteous 
anger when there has been a social miscue but easy to express 
unrighteous anger over mild discomforts? What truths about Christ 
do we need to embrace in order to grow in rightly expressing anger?

4. Name a recent experience in which you rejoiced in the Lord’s 
grace, mercy, or patience toward you. Why did you need such grace, 
mercy, or patience? How did you feel about the Lord when you had 
this experience?

5. Almost every sovereign country has another nation of people that 
identifies itself as enemies. Think of an enemy of your home coun-
try. What are your feelings toward the people of that nation as a 
whole? How do you feel about a member of that nation moving next 
door to you, marrying your child, or becoming an elected official 
in your municipality? What does Jonah teach you about how you 
might view tolerance toward such nations and peoples as a follower 
of Christ?

6. What has been your response to people within your congregation 
who have experienced long-term despair or maybe even suicidal 
thoughts? What sort of practical, faithful, compassionate acts might 
turn them from their despair? What acts from Christian friends 
have been most helpful to your moments of greatest despair?

7. Consider the following verses in Jonah: 1:17; 4:6,7,8. These verses 
reveal the Lord “appointed” an event four times. What attributes of 
God do such events reveal? In what realms of the created order does 
God reveal these attributes in Jonah?

8. Consider again Jonah 4:6,7,8. Is it normal for the Lord to appoint 
events and causes of natural “evil,” such as the hurling of the violent 
wind (1:4), the scorching wind, and devouring of the plant? How 
should one view events of natural evil within the will of the Creator? 
(See also Job 5:9-10; 28:26; Isa 45:7; 50:2; Nah 1:3-5; Mark 4:39-41.)
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Appendix 1: The Structure of Jonah’s Prayer as a 
Thanksgiving Psalm in Jonah 2

Jonah’s prayer reflects the literary design of a Thanksgiving Psalm 
(Pss 18; 30; 32; 92; 118; 138). Bruckner writes, 

This psalm contains the traditional elements of an individual’s 
declarative narrative praise to God for deliverance. . . . 
This kind of thanksgiving was accompanied by a sacrifice 
(a thank offering, a type of peace offering) to Yahweh that 
was expected when someone was rescued from death. . . . 
Narrative todah psalms usually contain the following elements: 
(1) an introduction, including a summons to praise Yahweh 
and a summary of the theme; (2) a call to the congregation to 
praise Yahweh; (3) a narrative account, including the crisis in 
retrospect and the rescue, often using “I cried,” “you heard,” 
and “you intervened”; and (4) a vow to praise. (Jonah, 78; see 
also Allen, Joel, 215)

The visual arrangements in these appendices may be used as 
supports to aid an audience in understanding the meaning and 
significance of Jonah 2. The reader would do well to keep in mind that 
the entire record of Jonah 2, as well as that of the entire book, was made 
outside of the fish after Jonah was delivered. Images of a Pinocchio-like 
fire inside of the fish in which Jonah could record his thoughts should 
be disassociated with this chapter and the analysis.



63Jonah Appendix 1

Structure of 
Thanksgiving Psalm

An Introduction and Vow 
to Praise(8-9a)

Summons to Praise Yahweh 
(9b)
Narrative Account (2-7)

Vow of Praise (9a)

Jonah 2 Restructured as  
Thanksgiving Psalm

8 Those who cling to worthless idols
forsake faithful love,
9 but as for me, I will sacrifice to You
with a voice of thanksgiving.
I will fulfill what I have vowed.

9b Salvation is from the Lord!

2 I called to the Lord in my distress,
and He answered me.
I cried out for help in the belly of Sheol;
You heard my voice.
3 You threw me into the depths,
into the heart of the seas,
and the current overcame me.
All Your breakers and Your billows swept over me.
4 But I said: I have been banished
from Your sight,
yet I will look once more
toward Your holy temple.
5 The waters engulfed me up to the neck;
the watery depths overcame me;
seaweed was wrapped around my head.
6 I sank to the foundations of the mountains;
the earth with its prison bars closed behind me
 forever!
But You raised my life from the Pit, Lord my God!
7 As my life was fading away,
I remembered Yahweh.
My prayer came to You,
to Your holy temple.

(Verse 9a repeats a vow of praise, possibly as a 
refrain.)
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Appendix 2: The Structure of Jonah’s Prayer as 
Remembrance of His Ordeal

The structure of Jonah’s prayer is not sequential. This outline helps 
one to discern the sequence and location of the prayers.

Introduction to the Thanksgiving 
Psalm: The prayer of Jonah in the 
fish (2:1)

Summary-introduction of the 
Thanksgiving Psalm from inside of 
the fish with acknowledgment that 
the Lord heard his prayer in the 
waters (2-4a)

Partial content of Jonah’s thoughts to 
pray toward God in the water: he 
trusts the Lord to hear him in the 
temple (4)

1 Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from 
inside the fish:

2 I called to the Lord in my distress,
and He answered me.
I cried out for help in the belly of Sheol;
You heard my voice.
3 You threw me into the depths,
into the heart of the seas,
and the current overcame me.
All Your breakers and Your billows swept 
over me.
4 But I said: I have been banished
from Your sight,
yet I will look once more
toward Your holy temple.
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Summary inside of the fish, contin-
ued, of his account in the water as 
the basis for his prayer of thanksgiv-
ing, including his recounting of his 
remembrance of the Lord while in 
the water and the Lord’s answering 
of Jonah from the temple (5-7)

Gospel decisions inside of the 
fish based on the thankfulness: 
(1) proclamation of the uniqueness 
of the Lord in salvation (2:8,9b), 
(2) promise to give thanks (2:9), 
and (3) promise to fulfill a vow of 
sacrifice with his thanksgiving as 
expression of thanks (2:9)

5 The waters engulfed me up to the neck;
the watery depths overcame me;
seaweed was wrapped around my head.
6 I sank to the foundations of the 
 mountains;
the earth with its prison bars closed 
 behind me forever!
But You raised my life from the Pit, Lord

 my God! 
7 As my life was fading away,
I remembered Yahweh.
My prayer came to You,
to Your holy temple.
 
8 Those who cling to worthless idols
forsake faithful love,
9 but as for me, I will sacrifice to You
with a voice of thanksgiving.
I will fulfill what I have vowed.
Salvation is from the Lord!
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Appendix 3: Jonah’s Prayer Sequentially 
Rearranged in Chronological Order

This arrangement of Jonah 2 reflects a proposed order of Jonah’s 
prayer inside of the fish.

1 Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from inside the fish: 

2 I called to the Lord in my distress,
and He answered me.
I cried out for help in the belly of Sheol;
You heard my voice.
7 (a) As my life was fading away,
I remembered Yahweh.

3 You threw me into the depths,
into the heart of the seas,
and the current overcame me.
All Your breakers and Your billows swept over me.
5 The waters engulfed me up to the neck;
the watery depths overcame me;
seaweed was wrapped around my head. 
6 (a) I sank to the foundations of the mountains;
the earth with its prison bars closed behind me forever!
4 But I said: I have been banished
from Your sight,
yet I will look once more
toward Your holy temple.
(7b) My prayer came to You,
to Your holy temple.
(6b) But You raised my life from the Pit, Lord my God!

8 Those who cling to worthless idols
forsake faithful love,
9 but as for me, I will sacrifice to You
with a voice of thanksgiving.
I will fulfill what I have vowed.
Salvation is from the Lord!



Micah
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Rebellion in the Kingdom—Part One

MICAH 1:1-16

Main Idea: Israel and Judah rejected the King’s covenant by embracing 
idolatry and placing their faith in pagan nations.

I. Micah’s Ministry
II. Micah’s Message
 A. The covenant initiated
 B. The covenant broken

There are few things more destructive in life than rebellion. We can 
all identify with this statement because we’ve all been rebellious. 

Rebellion appears in our lives like an uninvited guest, but it soon takes 
up residence in our hearts. For me, it began to appear in my early teen-
age years—perhaps it was the same for you. One day I was happy to 
do whatever my parents told me; the next, I began to question every 
decision they made. What caused this shift in my thinking? Rebellion. 
Simply put, rebellion is defiance against authority. It begins with rebel-
lion against our parents, teachers, and coaches. Left unchecked, it 
grows to be rebellion against employers, law enforcement, and govern-
ment. Ultimately, though, rebellion is always against God because God 
institutes all forms of authority. 

I spent three years as a police officer in Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
before God directed my steps into local church ministry. I saw firsthand 
the damaging effects of rebellion. I located children who ran away from 
home to escape their parents’ authority, and I arrested citizens who 
refused to submit to the laws of the city of Chattanooga and the state 
of Tennessee. In every case rebellion was the root cause. No one was 
going to tell these folks what to do. Sadly, rebellion is a constant enemy 
for everyone. This was certainly true for the nations of Israel and Judah 
when Micah began his prophetic ministry. In fact, Micah will spend 
the first three chapters of his book demonstrating how rebellion had 
corrupted God’s people.
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Micah’s Ministry
In Micah 1:1 we read these words: “The word of the Lord that came to 
Micah the Moreshite—what he saw regarding Samaria and Jerusalem 
in the days of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.” This verse 
provides us with some important information about Micah. He was a 
prophet from Moresheth, a small town in the southern region of Judah. 
Like his contemporary Amos, who described himself as a “fig-picker,” 
he was a country boy. Micah and Amos were living proof that God calls 
people to serve Him from the most unlikely of backgrounds. He always 
cares more about one’s heart than one’s heritage. Despite his southern 
roots, Micah probably spent more of his time in the sprawling metropo-
lis of Jerusalem than anywhere else. Micah’s name means “Who is like 
Yahweh?” and his prophecies will answer that question. 

This verse reveals that Micah served God as a prophet during the 
reigns of three Judean kings. The dates of these kings provide the 
timeline for his ministry. Jotham was the king on the throne of Judah 
when Micah began his ministry. He reigned in Judah from 749 to 733 
BC. Jotham was a king who feared God, like his father Uzziah before 
him. He did not succumb to the pride that destroyed his father, however 
(2  Chr 26:16-23). Despite Jotham’s personal obedience to God, the 
people continued their sinful practices of idolatry while he was king. 

Ahaz, the son of Jotham, was the second king under whom Micah 
served. He reigned from 733 to 713 BC. Unlike his father, Ahaz was a 
wicked, idolatrous king. He erected idols in Judah, offered his sons as 
burnt sacrifices to pagan gods, and even closed the temple! His actions 
modeled idolatry for the people, and they continued to follow their 
king on this disobedient path. Consequently, God used the Syrians, the 
northern tribe of Israel, and the Assyrians to humble him and judge the 
nation of Judah (2 Chr 28).

Hezekiah, son of Ahaz, was the third king under whom Micah served. 
He reigned from 713 to 684 BC. Amazingly, Hezekiah rejected the 
idolatry of his father and embraced the faith of his grandfather, Jotham. 
In the first year he was king, he reopened the temple, reestablished the 
worship of Yahweh, and challenged the people to tear down the places 
of idolatry in Judah, which they did (2 Chr 29:1–31:21). Hezekiah was 
far from perfect, but he loved God and sought to obey Him, and God 
blessed him for it (2 Chr 31:20-21). 

Finally, we see from this verse that Micah prophesied both to the 
southern kingdom of Judah, whose capital was Jerusalem, and to the 
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northern kingdom of Israel, whose capital was Samaria. As we look at 
this range of dates, one date in particular leaps into our thoughts: 722 
BC. As you will remember, this is when the northern kingdom of Israel 
was defeated by the nation of Assyria. The collapse of the northern 
kingdom was swift and permanent; it was never reestablished. Micah 
was still serving God as a prophet when this event occurred. As a result, 
we will see him addressing both Israel and Judah as he writes his book.

It’s interesting to consider the length of the different prophetic 
books. Another of Micah’s contemporaries, Isaiah, wrote a book that 
has 66 chapters! Micah’s book has only seven. This seems strange when 
we consider that he served as a prophet for more than 30 years. His book 
is one of the Minor Prophets, although this label does not imply that 
the messages of these books are unimportant. Rather, the designation 
is derived from the fact that the books of the Minor Prophets are much 
shorter than the books of the Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 
and Daniel). Like most of the other books of the Minor Prophets, Micah 
simply provides the essence of the message he preached throughout his 
ministry. He provides us with a very clear understanding of the sins of the 
people, God’s call to repentance, and His promise of judgment should 
they continue to disobey Him. Although he was based in Jerusalem, I’m 
sure Micah traveled throughout the land proclaiming the message that 
God had given him. 

Micah’s Message
As we turn our attention to chapter 1, we see in verses 2-4 that Micah 
wasted no time in getting to the heart of the problem. Most writers like 
to use an engaging introduction to draw the reader into a conversa-
tion about the topic. Not Micah. Rather than begin with some niceties, 
Micah shocks the reader with his words. His meaning is clear: God is 
a witness against you for your sin. He is preparing to leave His throne 
room in heaven to come down to earth, and when He gets here, it’s 
not going to be pretty. Micah used apocalyptic language in these verses. 
By definition, this type of language is reserved for the most devastat-
ing of events. The fall of Israel in 722 BC and the subsequent fall of 
Judah in 586 BC meet this criterion. Micah provided the rationale for 
this impending judgment from God.

First, God’s judgment was coming as a result of the sins of Jacob (v. 5). 
First Kings 11 teaches us that Solomon turned away from God in his old 
age to worship idols. Consequently, all of the idolatrous sins of Israel 
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and Judah have their origins in Solomon. While God spared Solomon 
from judgment for David’s sake, Solomon’s sons were not so fortunate. 
Rehoboam, who became the king of Judah, continued in Solomon’s 
ways. He was a wicked king who led the people to become idolaters. And 
because he was responsible for the division of Solomon’s realm into two 
separate kingdoms, he was indirectly responsible for all of the sins that 
occurred in the northern kingdom under King Jeroboam. These roots 
of idolatry had grown into full bloom during the time of Micah, and God 
was preparing to bring judgment against Israel and Judah because of it.

Second, God’s judgment was coming because of the sins of Israel (v. 5). Israel 
had been created as a result of Rehoboam’s sinful pride, but they must 
bear the consequences of their own unabated idolatry. As you remember, 
Jeroboam went so far as to create a counterfeit system of worship that 
involved the worship of two golden calves located in Dan and Bethel. 
While he claimed to worship Yahweh, his idolatrous religious practice 
abandoned every aspect of authentic covenant worship. As a result, the 
people of Israel maintained a consistent practice of idolatry. Both Judah 
and Israel prostituted themselves spiritually with foreign gods in direct 
disobedience to God’s revealed truth through the law (vv. 6-7).

The Covenant Initiated

As we study chapter 1, we find the first of three specific ways that Judah 
and Israel had rejected God as their King: they had rejected the King’s 
covenant. However, we must understand the basic concept of covenant 
to grasp fully how Israel and Judah had rejected it. A covenant, in its 
simplest terms, is a binding agreement between two groups or individu-
als. Today we are more likely to use the term contract. When you finance 
a car, for instance, you sign a contract with a bank. In essence, the con-
tract defines the responsibilities of both parties. The bank provides the 
money and the terms required to pay it back. The buyer is responsible 
to pay to the bank the money owed for the car, plus interest. This con-
tract is fully binding. The bank cannot change its terms halfway through 
the time of the loan. Similarly, the buyer must make the required pay-
ments throughout the life of the loan. Should the buyer fail to pay what 
is due, the bank will repossess the car in an attempt to recover some of 
its money. 

God had initiated a covenant with Israel at Sinai, and Israel had 
agreed to enter the covenant on God’s terms. As part of this covenant, 
both God and Israel had specific obligations. For His part, God promised 
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Israel that He would provide their physical and spiritual needs and protect 
them from their enemies. This was a huge commitment from God. He 
was taking responsibility for His people’s well-being at every level. He 
was promising to give them land, houses, farms, cities, and every form of 
financial provision, as well as to protect all of those assets for His people. 
For the people’s part, they promised to obey God and be loyal to Him 
alone. The root of this covenant loyalty and obedience can be found 
in the Ten Commandments. The first four commandments reveal the 
requirements of loyalty: worship God alone, do not make idols, do not 
desecrate God’s name through idle speech, and honor God’s holy day 
by focusing on Him. Sadly, throughout most of their history Israel and 
Judah had violated every aspect of their covenant of loyalty. The final 
six commandments reveal the requirements of obedience: honor your 
parents, honor life, honor marriage, honor integrity, honor truth, and 
honor your neighbor. These are the building blocks of a godly society. 
God required obedience to His law because it would assure the people’s 
loyalty to Him and create a culture of interpersonal relationships that 
mirrored His character. Nevertheless, both Israel and Judah violated 
every aspect of their covenant of obedience.

Before we’re too hard on God’s people, we should pause to consider 
that we are prone to the very same challenges in our own spiritual 
journey. While we are no longer bound by the Old Testament covenant, 
the principles of God’s Word remain binding on our lives. For instance, 
the Ten Commandments continue to provide foundational, spiritual 
truth for our lives, and when we read them we should take a personal 
inventory. Are we living as loyal kingdom residents? Is God alone seated 
on the throne of our hearts, or have we created some idols to compete 
with our allegiance to Him? Are we following after God with our whole 
hearts, or is He sharing time with our own personal agendas? We must 
ask the same types of questions about our obedience. To what degree do 
our interpersonal relationships honor God? Do we honor our parents? 
Are we embracing truth? Are we living with a spirit of contentment? 
It doesn’t take long to realize that we struggle with the same types of 
sins as the people who lived in Israel and Judah. Living for the glory 
of God through loyalty and obedience is a challenging task in any age. 
Thankfully, Jesus provided us with the template for accomplishing this 
task (Matt 5–7). 

Jesus encountered a Pharisee near the end of His ministry (Matt 
22:34-40). The conversation went like this:
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“Teacher, which command in the law is the greatest?” 
He said to him, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and 
most important command. The second is like it: Love your neighbor 
as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets depend on these two 
commands.” 

In this brief dialogue, Jesus identified the two key requirements for hon-
oring the covenant. The requirement for covenant loyalty is to love God. 
Here, Jesus affirmed the central teaching of Deuteronomy 6:4-5. This 
classic Old Testament text teaches that Yahweh is one God, unlike the 
pantheons of gods embraced by pagan religions. The people of Israel 
were to have a singular focus on their God, loving Him with their whole 
heart, soul, and mind. The second ingredient is love for one’s neighbor. 
Here Jesus selected Leviticus 19:18 and provided the requirement for 
covenant obedience: Love your neighbor as yourself. Jesus then made 
an astounding claim: “All the Law and the Prophets depend on these 
two commands.” In other words, these two commands are the founda-
tion on which the entire covenant is based. As we noted above, the Ten 
Commandments follow this concept as well, the first four emphasizing 
love for God and the final six emphasizing love for neighbor. Ultimately, 
then, the failure of Israel and Judah to uphold their part of the covenant 
was a result of failing to love God and neighbor with selfless abandon.

As we examine this concept in more detail, I want you to consider 
the following chart. It will be expanded in the next chapter.

LOVE

  Neighbor  God

 Affection  Loyalty

  Hospitality Freedom

±

±

±
±

±
±
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This chart demonstrates the way that God intended His people to relate 
to Him and to one another. As you can see, “Love” has been listed as 
the source for covenant loyalty because Jesus said that love is the motive 
behind every act of loyalty and obedience to God (for now, focus on the 
right side of this chart). Loyalty requires two distinct things: obedience 
to God’s law and surrender to His purpose. In response to their loyalty, 
God would bless them, providing freedom from their enemies and pro-
vision for their lives. 

The Covenant Broken

As Micah continued to teach in chapter 1, however, we see that Israel 
violated the covenant repeatedly by disobeying God in two areas. First, 
they embraced idolatry, which violated the first four laws in the Ten 
Commandments. In verses 5-7 Micah provided a severe indictment of 
the rampant idolatry in both Israel and Judah. 

Micah identified a second problem of evil in this chapter as well. 
Israel and Judah had abandoned their loyalty to God through idolatry, 
so it was easy for them to take the next step and look to pagan nations 
for protection and provision. He provided a cryptic explanation of 
this in verses 13-14. Micah referenced two historic cities that had great 
significance for Israel and Judah. The cities of Lachish and Moresheth-
gath were located on the main road between Jerusalem and the 
Mediterranean coastal town of Gaza. Strategically located about half 
way between the two prominent cities, Lachish and Moresheth-gath 
were Amorite cities that Israel had defeated and captured under Joshua 
(Josh 10). The land was given to the tribe of Judah and continued to be 
part of the southern kingdom during the time of Micah. Rehoboam, 
whose pride led to the division of Israel into two distinct nations, rebuilt 
and fortified a number of cities, including Lachish and Moresheth-
gath (2 Chr 11:5-12). Rehoboam continued in the idolatry of his father 
Solomon, and his sinful influence spread throughout Judah. Micah 
claims here that Lachish was the first city to adopt his idolatrous practice, 
and it became systemic throughout the southern kingdom. 

These cities became strategic to Judah because enemies often 
approached from the sea. As a result, Lachish and Moresheth-gath were 
critical for the defense of Jerusalem, the capital city of Judah. They 
were located in a mountain pass—to attack Jerusalem you had to defeat 
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Lachish. This is exactly what Sennacherib accomplished during the 
reign of Hezekiah while Micah was a prophet in Judah (2 Chr 32). And 
it was in Lachish that Hezekiah made one of his most critical mistakes. 
Rather than remain loyal to God and place his trust in Him, Hezekiah 
sent emissaries to Lachish and sued for peace (2 Kgs 18:13-15). Hezekiah 
failed in this effort, and Sennacherib promised to lay siege to Jerusalem 
and destroy Judah. God used Micah’s contemporary, Isaiah, to deliver 
the message of hope to Hezekiah (2 Kgs 19:20-34), and God destroyed 
Sennacherib’s army for him (2 Kgs 19:35-37).

For Micah, Lachish and Moresheth-gath represented all that was 
wrong with Israel and Judah. They were cities that represented the 
failure of the people to honor their covenant obligation to God. As a 
result, the following chart reveals the conditions that actually existed in 
Israel and Judah during the ministry of Micah: 

LOVE

  Me  Idol

 Self-Preservation  Loyalty

  Self-Service Bondage

±

±

±
±

±
±

Notice again the right side of this chart. As you can see, Israel and 
Judah had replaced a love for Yahweh, Israel’s one true God, with a love 
for idols. The people of Israel discovered that they became loyal to the 
things they worshiped. Perhaps they found obedience to God’s laws too 
oppressive, and so they looked for the promise of freedom that pagan 
idolatry offered—freedom to live however they pleased and to find 
pleasure in the rites of idol worship. But they were simply buying into the 
myth of the serpent in Eden. Bondage, not freedom, is always the result of 
sinful lifestyle choices. So it was with Israel and Judah. Their love of idols 
led them to be loyal to their idols rather than to God, and the result was 
bondage. They were trapped in their sin, and they would experience literal 
bondage when both Israel and Judah were defeated by foreign powers. 
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Micah continued chapter 1 by emphasizing this coming judgment 
from God. God was planning to come down from His high place to 
supervise this judgment (vv. 2-7), and Micah could only weep at the 
inevitable consequences (vv. 8-9). Though the people, rulers, and 
priests “anxiously wait for something good, disaster has come from the 
Lord to the gate of Jerusalem” (v. 12). Ultimately, young and old alike 
would be taken into exile (v. 16).

When we read the Prophets, we are often struck by their tone. They 
seem harsh and abrupt in their teaching and prophesying. There is a 
simple reason for this—they were attempting to capture the attention 
of distracted people. The people who lived in Israel and Judah had 
heard prophets proclaiming this truth for years, and nothing had 
ever happened. So why couldn’t the prophets just leave them alone? 
Oh, sure, there was the occasional war or recession, but they were still 
standing. After all, the kings’ ingratiating prophets were telling them 
that they would be fine. They were God’s people, and He would never 
let anything bad happen to them. They had a covenant with Him! 

Honestly, this was the root of their problem. The nations of Israel 
and Judah were confident in their position as children of Abraham. 
True, they had different national identities, all the way down to their 
style of worship, but they had the same idea of the meaning of covenant. 
Despite the fact that they had totally abandoned their role of loyalty 
and obedience to the covenant, they had absolute confidence that 
God would never break His promise to protect and provide for them, 
regardless of how they lived. 

Over time they began to trust more in their national identity than 
in God. They believed God would provide for them and protect them 
because they were children of Abraham, not because they were obedient 
and loyal to the covenant. They believed that they could live any way they 
wanted, even as idolaters, and God would bless them. We should not be 
surprised that Israel and Judah drifted into this mentality. This is the 
bondage that came to them through idolatry: Once we place our hope 
in someone or something besides God, we make ourselves vulnerable to 
falsehood. Ultimately, the people believed the lie that their nationality 
was enough.

Let’s pause here to allow ourselves to explore how this temptation 
grows in our own lives. God wants us, like Israel, to love Him with our 
whole heart, soul, and mind. When we do, we will choose to be loyal 
to God by obeying His word. God will bless us in freedom as a result 
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of these choices. However, like Israel, we are prone to erect idols too. 
Generally, we do not have shrines in our homes containing stone or 
wooden figurines, so we don’t think that we’re capable of idolatry. In 
the Western world, however, we erect different types of idols. Our idols 
are just as real, though they look different. Some come in the shape of 
dollar bills, while others take the form of houses, cars, clothes, sports, 
media, hobbies, drugs, alcohol, sex, fame, or career. We worship God 
on Sunday, and then we quickly retreat to the temples of our “other” 
gods. Soon we become more loyal to them than to God Himself, and 
before long our idols have trapped us in bondage. All the while we 
convince ourselves that God is okay with the existence of these idols 
in our lives, and that He will continue to bless us regardless. After all, 
isn’t He a God of love and grace? Hasn’t He promised to bless us? 

Israel and Judah were in trouble during the ministry of Micah 
for precisely these reasons. Their hope was in their national identity 
as children of Abraham, not in their obedience and loyalty to God 
through covenant. They hoped in their kings and their armies to 
protect them, and they trusted in their own labors for their personal 
provision. Time revealed that none of these things was sufficient to 
hold back God’s discipline on their nations or their lives. Even today, 
Christians, regardless of their national identity, may be guilty of this 
same misplaced hope. Our hope as Christ-followers must never reside 
in our nations, our military, or our political leaders. There is only one 
Person who offers hope for the world, and His name is Jesus! Jesus 
is the promised Messiah of Israel (Mic 5:2), and He is the Savior of 
the church. He alone provides the hope of salvation and significance 
for every person on earth, and He alone is worthy of our obedience 
and loyalty. When we follow after Him with our whole hearts, we are 
recipients of His favor, and in Jesus Christ alone we find hope.

Reflect and Discuss
1. Explore the development of idolatry in Israel: 

• Command: Exodus 20:1-11, especially vv. 3-4; Leviticus 26:1
• Golden calves: Exodus 32:1-35
• Korah’s rebellion: Numbers 16:1-35
• Israel’s tribal sin: Judges 2:1-5,11-15
• Dan’s sin: Judges 17–18
• Solomon’s sin: 1 Kings 11 
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2. Beginning with Israel in the wilderness, attempt to identify the 
unique form of idolatry in each passage (personal, tribal, national).

3. How and why did idolatry spread in Israel? 
4. What was the ultimate result of idolatry in Israel and Judah?
5. What warnings do these accounts offer us? 
6. In Deuteronomy 6:5 God said, “Love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.” Israel’s 
love for God was replaced by a love of idols. This is the indictment 
Micah brought against Israel and Judah in chapter 1. Israel and 
Judah broke their covenant commitment to God through idola-
try and disloyalty. We are tempted to erect idols in our own hearts. 
Which of the charts below best defines your life today? 

LOVE

  Neighbor  God

 Affection  Loyalty

  Hospitality Freedom
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±
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±
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7. How does loyalty to God lead to freedom in our lives? Think about 
an event in your life where you found this to be true.
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8. How does loyalty to idols lead to bondage in our lives? Think about 
an event in your life where you found this to be true.

9. List some specific idols that you are tempted to erect in your own 
life.

10. Israel attempted to worship God and pagan idols as well. Is it pos-
sible to love God and an idol at the same time? What would God 
say based on what He told Israel and what Jesus told His followers 
(Matt 6:24)?
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Rebellion in the Kingdom—Part Two

MICAH 2:1-13

Main Idea: Israel and Judah rejected the King’s commands and instead 
chose deceit, coveting, stealing, and lying.

I. Their Love Replaced by Duty
II. Their Obedience Replaced by Rejection
 A. They chose deceit over truth.
 B. They chose coveting over contentment.
 C. They chose stealing over earning.
 D. They chose lying over honesty.
III. God’s Patience Replaced by Discipline
IV. Their Love Replaced by Self-Service
V. God’s Blessing Replaced by Disaster

Rebellion is always directed against authority figures. In nearly every 
instance, people rebel in response to a command. Obviously, I have 

nothing to rebel against until someone gives me a command. When I 
receive a command, however, I am confronted with a choice—I can sub-
mit and obey, or I can rebel and disobey. Ultimately, my decision will be 
based on my perception of the truth claim behind the command.

Recently I visited the Grand Canyon. When I was there, I saw several 
posted signs warning me to stay away from the edge of the canyon. 
These signs served as a command for me—“Do not approach the edge!” 
I accepted the truth of this command for several reasons: (a) there were 
no railings; (b) there was a strong wind; (c) there was loose rock near 
the edge; (d)  the canyon floor was at least 1,500 feet below the rim. 
Consequently, this was an easy command for me to obey. Apparently it is 
not such an easy command for others to follow. Every year people fall to 
their deaths off the cliffs at the Grand Canyon. Those people reject the 
truth claims behind the commands and choose instead to rebel against 
them. Ultimately, however, rebellion against the truth claim of one in 
authority is the root cause. 

Today we live in a culture that is rebelling against God’s truth in 
epic proportions. As Christians, how should we respond to this? This is 
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an important question for us to ask ourselves in this crazy world, and it is 
the question that Micah was asking the people of Israel and Judah in the 
seventh century BC. Clearly, culture may change, but the human heart 
remains the same in every generation. In Micah chapter 2 we’re going 
to see the response of the people to this question.

Their Love Replaced by Duty
In the previous chapter we were reminded of an event in Jesus’ life 
when the Pharisees confronted Him. In that exchange Jesus said that 
love for God and neighbor was the foundation on which the entire Law 
and Prophets rested. As a result, we understand that the thing necessary 
for people to remain in covenant relationship with God is an authentic 
love for God and neighbor. However, the people in Israel and Judah had 
lost sight of this truth. And as people are prone to do, they replaced love 
with duty as the motive behind their covenant responsibilities.

Duty is an interesting word. In its simplest understanding, duty is 
a moral or legal obligation. When we use the word duty, we are often 
referring to one’s need to pursue a course of action out of a sense of 
obligation rather than personal desire. I’m certainly not one to dismiss 
duty as an important aspect of personal integrity. We do not necessarily 
enjoy doing everything that must be done in our lives. For instance, 
everyone enjoys certain aspects of their job more than they enjoy others, 
but all of the tasks must be completed, even if the motive is duty. The 
same is true in marriage. When I entered into a covenant marriage 
relationship with my wife, I obligated myself to certain responsibilities. 
While I strive to fulfill them on the basis of love, at the end of the day, 
duty still demands that I follow through. This is the nature of a marriage 
covenant—or any covenant for that matter.

Israel and Judah discovered over time that duty alone is an 
insufficient motive for loyalty and obedience. Duty alone was not strong 
enough to keep them connected to God in covenant. After a while 
they began to grow weary of the demands God had placed on them 
as a nation. I can hear the people of Judah now: “Can you believe I’ve 
got to go back up to Jerusalem again and give another sacrifice? How 
many times should someone have to do this? And I’ve got to give my 
BEST CALF! My Philistine neighbor doesn’t have to do all this stuff to 
worship his god. Man! Obeying God is such a pain!” It didn’t take long 
for covenant loyalty and obedience to disappear. Similarly, the people 
soon discovered that duty alone isn’t a strong enough motivation for 
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ethical living—only authentic love for God and neighbor can provide 
the proper motivation to accomplish this task.

That is what Jesus understood. Love is the only thing that can 
motivate us at all times to do the things that God wants to do. Notice the 
following diagram again:

LOVE

  Neighbor  God

 Affection  Loyalty

  Hospitality Freedom

±

±

±
±

±
±

This is the paradigm God has given us for loving God and neighbor. 
Love is the motive. On the right side of the chart, as we saw in chapter 
1, God’s desire is that we will love Him with our whole hearts, which 
will cause us to be loyal and obedient to His will, which in turn leads to 
freedom in our lives. Freedom, not bondage, is a result of walking in 
obedience to God’s commands. It is a protection mechanism that posi-
tions us to have God’s favor in our lives.

The left side of the diagram represents the second thing that Jesus 
mentioned: love for neighbor. When we love our neighbor in a way that 
pleases God, it will result in affection and hospitality. When we have 
affection for our neighbors, we care about them and what happens in 
their lives—their struggles, their successes, and their failures. This is 
affection. Love is what produces the ability and desire to care about 
my neighbor. When we practice hospitality, we are demonstrating that 
we care for our neighbor. In today’s world, practically speaking, we have 
limited the meaning of the word hospitality to refer to the act of having 
someone over to our homes. The truth is, even using this definition, 
it may have been a long time since we’ve had someone to our homes 
and practiced hospitality, unless we’re members of a small group. Sadly, 
many of us have ceased to care for others. 

But genuine hospitality is far more than just having someone over 
to our home. Hospitality is any action we take on behalf of another 
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person to care for them in some way. It may be providing food, clothing, 
shelter, or some other tangible need. We can also care for people 
emotionally and spiritually. In fact, we demonstrate that we care about 
our neighbor and care for our neighbor every time we use our gifts in 
ministry through the church, provided that we are motivated by love 
and not just duty. Remember, Jesus said that only love will provide long-
term motivation to care about and care for our neighbor.

Their Obedience Replaced by Rejection
When we turn our attention to Micah 2, we find that the culture had 
changed in Israel and Judah. God’s model, as I’ve just explained it, was 
not being used in either nation. As a result, God was about to judge 
Israel and Judah. In Micah 1, Micah demonstrated that the people had 
rejected God’s covenant. In chapter 2 he will demonstrate that they 
have rejected God’s commands. This actually makes perfect sense when 
you think about it. If we reject the first four commandments and replace 
God with idols, then the other six commands, which define how we care 
for our neighbors, become unnecessary. In the culture of Israel and 
Judah, God’s commands had really become just an afterthought.

They Chose Deceit over Truth

The first thing to notice about the people is the condition of their 
hearts—they were deceitful (v. 1). The people had yielded to deceitful-
ness. If I’m not letting God shape my heart, my heart is “more deceitful 
than anything else, and incurable—who can understand it?” (Jer 17:9). 
We are capable of every type of sin unless we allow God to work in our 
lives. 

The leaders in Israel and Judah—the political leaders, religious 
leaders, and business leaders—were failing to model love for God and 
neighbor. Rather, they were spending their time trying to figure out 
whom they could exploit next. Micah pictured them lying in their beds 
asking, “Whom can I steal from today?” Why could they do this? Because 
“the power is in their hands” (Mic 2:1). These were people of influence 
who had means and opportunity to accomplish their evil plans. The 
leaders were guiding the people away from God and His purposes. They 
were restrained neither by fear of God nor by any regard for justice. 
They had abandoned their love for neighbor. We ourselves live in a 
culture where we face the same challenges. We look to our leaders, who 



Micah 2:1-13 85

should inspire us to goodness, righteousness, and truth, yet it seems that 
they only care about themselves. Rather than care about the needs of 
people, they are focused on their own circumstances and success. Such 
is the temptation and danger of a heart that rejects God’s commands. 

They Chose Coveting over Contentment

This practice of planning evil had created numerous other ways to dis-
obey God. The leaders had developed covetous hearts. Here in verse 2 
we see the tenth commandment violated: “Do not covet .  .  . anything 
that belongs to your neighbor” (Exod 20:17). In 2:8 Micah wrote, “But 
recently My people have risen up like an enemy.” God was saying that 
His people were acting like His enemies because they had rejected His 
covenant and His commands. How were they doing this? Micah con-
tinued, “You strip off the splendid robe from those who are passing 
through confidently, like those returning from war.” Foreigners were 
traveling through Israel and Judah, and the people were taking advan-
tage of them. These weren’t foreign armies or raiding parties—they 
were just ordinary people. Yet God’s people were looking for ways to 
separate them from their possessions. Who knows how creative they had 
become? I can picture someone stopping a traveler in front of his house 
with these words: “Hey, where do you think you’re going? You can’t 
travel on this road—it’s a toll road. But I’ll let you pass for that fancy 
jacket you’re wearing.” Visitors often traveled through the land of Israel 
and Judah, and they trusted God’s people. Yet the leaders of the people 
were looking to steal from them because they coveted their possessions.

They Chose Stealing over Earning

Clearly, the people had become comfortable with stealing. This is viola-
tion of the eighth commandment, “Do not steal” (Exod 20:15). Stealing 
had become a way of life for them as love for neighbor had been aban-
doned. According to verse 9, the leaders in Israel had grown brazen in 
their coveting and stealing. They were even willing to force widows out 
of their houses, stealing the inheritance away from their children. What 
depth of evil is this? But, again, once love for God and neighbor has 
been jettisoned, every other command will be abandoned too. A culture 
that embraces stealing can always justify its actions. People say to their 
neighbors, “You’ve got too much anyway. You won’t even miss it if I steal 
it. Besides, why should you have something that I don’t?” Sadly, this had 



Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary86

become the thought process in Israel and Judah. Now, I would expect 
this if Micah were talking about Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites, or 
any of the other unregenerate people groups mentioned in the Old 
Testament. But Micah wasn’t writing to them; he was writing to the 
Jews—people who have the covenant and the law and who know better. 

They Chose Lying over Honesty

Micah continued to reveal the depth of their sin in 2:11. The people 
had become content with lying, in violation of the ninth command-
ment, “Do not give false testimony against your neighbor” (Exod 20:16). 
Liars led them, and so the people followed their example. Micah said 
that even the religious leaders were liars. They were content to share a 
message that was simply a lie. I’m sure they sounded like many of the 
false teachers in our own day: “You’re doing just fine. You don’t need 
to worry about how you live. Just be positive, think happy thoughts, and 
everything will be great in your life! Imagine how you want your life to 
be, and then speak it into existence by faith. You don’t have to worry 
about sin. There’s no such thing as consequences. God loves you! He 
is gracious! Everything will turn out great in the end!” Such are the lies 
of every false prophet, in both Micah’s day and our own. A steady diet 
of these lies made it easy for the people to become expert liars. It was 
now part of their religious DNA. God’s people had embraced deceit, 
coveting, stealing, and lying, and these sins now defined their lives and 
culture. 

At the heart of all these sins, however, was one fateful decision—
they had rejected God’s truth. God had told them what He required. 
He had called them to be loyal and obedient, but they had refused and 
rebelled. You can’t love your neighbors and treat them deceitfully; you 
can’t love your neighbors and covet and steal their possessions; you 
can’t love your neighbors and lie to them or about them, all the while 
convincing yourself that everything is okay simply because culture says 
it is.

As you can imagine, the people hated Micah’s message. Quite 
frankly, they wanted him to stay quiet: “‘Quit your preaching,’ they 
preach. ‘They should not preach these things; shame will not overtake 
us’” (2:6). I can almost hear the people ranting against Micah, “Enough 
with the heavy-handed preaching already! Everything’s cool; at least, 
that’s what all the other prophets are saying! We’re Abraham’s kids—
we’re going to be fine! Stop already!” They weren’t Micah’s fans. 
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God’s Patience Replaced by Discipline
In Micah 2:7 we see God’s response. God can hardly believe what He is 
hearing! While the people were living in denial, believing that all would 
be well because of their national identity, judgment was right around 
the corner. God had been more than patient with His people, urging 
them through the prophets to repent of their sin and renew their cov-
enant loyalty and obedience. Yet they continued unabated in their sin. 
Finally, God asked an amazing question: “Don’t My words bring good to 
the one who walks uprightly?” God was reminding His people that cov-
enant blessing results from covenant loyalty and obedience. God said, 
“My word is a gift to you, and you’re rejecting it. It is the key to My favor 
and blessing in your lives!” This is the important truth God wanted them 
to understand: His word always brings good to the heart and life of the 
one who receives it. Unfortunately, His people were ignoring it at best, 
or rejecting it at worst. 

So it is with us today. The problem is never with God’s Word. The 
Bible always accomplishes the work ordained for it by God. The problem 
is always in our own hearts. If we don’t love God’s Word, it’s because we 
don’t love God. This text should convict us and give us pause when we 
think about our own hearts and our own propensity to be deceitful and 
covetous, prone to stealing and lying. Like Israel and Judah, we dwell 
in a culture that tacitly affirms all of these activities. If we’re not careful, 
we can be drawn into the subtle lies of culture. Like the leaf that slowly 
meanders downstream, we can be pulled slowly along until we awaken 
one day to find ourselves way downstream, looking just like the culture 
around us. And God, who is our Father, must now discipline us because 
we’re not allowing His Word to shape our lives. As a pastor, I am just as 
susceptible to this as anyone in God’s kingdom. I acknowledge that this 
is a difficult message to hear. I understand the attraction of preachers 
who tell you that you can name and claim your way to success and 
prosperity, but that’s not going to help you in the long term. God’s truth 
helps us, and it stands at odds with a culture like Micah’s and our own.

Their Love Replaced by Self-Service
Earlier in this chapter we saw the paradigm that God created for His 
people. It represented His will for them as they loved Him with their 
whole hearts and loved their neighbors as themselves. The following 
chart demonstrates what the people chose instead.
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On the right side of the chart, we see what happened when the people 
replaced God with idols, swore allegiance to them, and found them-
selves in bondage. We are reminded when we look at it that if we choose 
this approach to life, we will experience the same outcome. Yes, God 
stands ready to forgive us if we confess our sins, but we are not free to 
determine the consequences that will accompany them. 

The left side of the chart reveals the choices they made in regard 
to loving their neighbors. They had become a culture that was totally 
self-absorbed. Sounds like our own culture, right? Everything was about 
their happiness and success. Everyone around them was just a prop in 
their own personal dramas, existing solely to make their lives better. 
Rather than love their neighbors with affection and hospitality, the 
people in Israel and Judah chose to love themselves. In doing so they 
discovered a simple truth: When you love yourself, you will focus on two 
very selfish things. 

First, you will be concerned with your own self-preservation. You will be 
concerned about yourself and what you have to do so that your world is 
the way that you want it to be. If you have to covet to get what you want, 
so be it. If you need to steal what you want, that’s okay too. Remember 
Bernie Madoff, the former nonexecutive Chairman of NASDAQ? He 
ran a Ponzi scheme that is thought by some to be the largest of its kind 
in history. He swindled thousands of people out of billions of dollars. 
How does that happen? It happens when there is no love for neighbor 
and the primary purpose for life becomes self-preservation. If one must 
covet, steal, and lie to preserve the kind of life one wants, then that’s 
just the way it has to be. Madoff wanted to be a multimillionaire, own 
amazing properties, travel to exotic places, and run in the circles of 
the elite. I’m sure he thought, “What’s the big deal? I have a lifestyle to 
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support. Get over yourself and quit being so judgmental!” His sentence 
of 150 years in prison gives evidence of the foolishness of his choices.

Second, the byproduct of self-preservation is self-service. Left unchecked, 
self will totally dominate your life. That was the condition of both Israel 
and Judah when Micah preached these sermons. It’s easy to see why they 
didn’t like them. If you embrace self-love over love for your neighbor, 
you will begin to make every decision on the basis of its personal value to 
you. How will this decision benefit your life? How will it make you more 
successful? How can it make your life more enjoyable? As a result, you 
will avoid any type of activity that is inconvenient or impedes your own 
personal agenda.

God’s Blessing Replaced by Disaster
Because the people had adopted a lifestyle of self-preservation and self-
service, God was preparing to take drastic actions against them (2:3-5). 
The key word here is “disaster.” We’ve already seen that word in 1:12. 
The Hebrew word can mean “bad,” “evil,” or “wicked,” but you get the 
idea. God wasn’t talking about a blip on the radar screen of their lives; 
He was talking about the epic destruction of their nations. He was pre-
paring to put a yoke on the neck of His people, and it was a yoke the 
people would not be able to pull off. God said, “My discipline is going to be 
so severe, I’m not only going to take you out of the land, I’m going to give 
your land to foreigners.” God had been calling the people back to Himself 
for years, but the time had come for judgment. Still, the people contin-
ued to ignore Him. They were so in love with the culture around them, 
they could no longer hear God’s voice. So they simply said, “Quit your 
preaching . . . shame will not overtake us” (2:6).

When I read this, I cannot help but be reminded of God’s purposes 
for our lives. God saved us to live for His glory, not to succumb to the 
philosophy of our secular culture. God wants us to love Him, not the 
idols we are so prone to erect in our hearts. He wants us to love our 
neighbor, not be consumed by thoughts of self-preservation and self-
service. God saved us to set us free from those things. He wants us to 
care about the people we encounter in our lives—our family, friends, 
acquaintances, and even total strangers. And because we care about 
them, we will care for them, looking for opportunities to show God’s 
love by meeting their needs.

When God speaks to us about things He wants to change in our 
lives, we have two options. We can ignore Him, like Israel and Judah 
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did, or we can listen to Him. God wants us to listen to the Holy Spirit, 
confess our sins, and follow Christ. When we do, we will experience 
God’s blessing. But if we choose to ignore God, then He must take 
steps to save us from ourselves. God is a loving Father—His discipline, 
though painful for a season, will ultimately produce the “fruit of peace 
and righteousness” (Heb 12:11). James gives us the simple solution: “Be 
doers of the word and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (Jas 1:22). 
God wants us to love Him and our neighbors, being motivated by truth 
so that our lives bring glory to God. 

Sadly, many people have placed their hope in culture. They are 
allowing culture to define their self-concept, their personal priorities, 
and their understanding of success. They are hoping to navigate the 
challenges of life through their own abilities, yielding to every sin 
imaginable as they embrace a philosophy of self-preservation and self-
service. However, Micah reminds us where real hope is found. 

Hope can never be found in the dictates of sinful culture. Hope can 
only be found in Jesus. Love for God and neighbor frees us to experience 
God’s blessing and to share that blessing with others. When we live with 
our hope centered on Christ, and our lives are demonstrating love for 
God and our neighbors, the difference will be so obvious that it will 
point people toward Jesus so they can find hope too!

Reflect and Discuss
1. What are the positive and negative aspects of duty? When is duty a 

blessing to our faith, and when can it be a burden?
2. Samuel told Saul that obedience is more important than duty 

(1 Sam 15:22). Why is this so?
3. The Bible teaches that rebellion is similar to the sin of witchcraft 

(1 Sam 15:33). What do rebellion and witchcraft have in common?
4. Rebellion against God’s commands begins with the rejection of 

God’s truth (1 Sam 15:23). Why is it so hard simply to obey God’s 
truth as He has revealed it to us?

5. Why does obedience result in God’s favor (Ps 84:11)?
6. What is the relationship between love for neighbor and affection 

and hospitality? 
7. What practical steps can you take in your life to begin to care about 

and care for the people around you for the sake of the gospel?
8. What is the relationship between love for self and self-preservation 

and self-service?
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9. Self is our greatest enemy when it comes to loving our neighbors. 
After all, serving others is rarely convenient and often costly. What 
practical steps can you take to make yourself more proactive in lov-
ing your neighbors?

10. Reflect on the influence of culture on your personal ethics. The 
people in Micah’s day had become careless with coveting, stealing, 
and lying. Have these things found a place in your heart in any 
specific ways?
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Rebellion in the Kingdom: Part Three

MICAH 3:1-12

Main Idea: Israel and Judah rejected the King’s counsel by abusing 
justice, abandoning mercy, embracing pride, and being motivated by 
popularity and greed.

I. Self-Inflicted Ignorance
 A. They abused justice rather than embracing it.
 B. They abandoned mercy rather than embodying it.
 C. They embraced pride rather than rejecting it.
II. Self-Interested Leadership
 A. They were motivated by popularity rather than principle.
 B. They were motivated by greed rather than grace.
III. Spirit-Empowered Courage
 A. Micah of Moresheth
 B. Jesus of Nazareth

Rebellion is a dangerous enemy. In chapter 2 we observed that it 
manifests itself most often in response to commands from author-

ity figures. As we study Micah 3, we will discover yet another type of 
rebellion—rebellion against wise counsel. When I was a police officer, 
I regularly encountered this type of rebellion. One night I received a 
call about a domestic dispute at a residence. When I arrived, I found an 
estranged husband and wife involved in a heated argument. After defus-
ing the situation, I walked the husband outside toward his car. I put my 
hand on his shoulder and said, “Listen, I know you’re going through a 
tough time, but it’s hard to resolve conflict in the middle of the night. 
You’re both tired and upset. Let me give you some free counsel. Go 
home, get some rest, and talk with your wife tomorrow. Maybe you’ll 
both see things a little clearer in the daytime.” He thanked me, said 
okay, and drove off in his car. 

Thirty minutes later I received a call back to that same house. When 
I arrived, the man was yelling, cursing, and throwing furniture off of 
the porch. As you might imagine, his wife was terrified. This time my 
approach was different. I arrested him for disorderly conduct, placed 



Micah 3:1-12 93

him in the back of my patrol car, and carried him off to jail. As we rode 
to the jail, he poured out his anger against me. “Why are you doing this 
to me? That’s my house. That’s my furniture. That’s my wife. I can do 
whatever I want!” 

When he finally calmed down a little I replied, “Man, I gave you 
some good advice about not coming back until tomorrow. You’re the 
one who chose not to follow it. You placed yourself in this car, not me.” 
Rebellion against wise counsel is the highest form of ignorance, and it 
always leads to difficult circumstances.

Self-Inflicted Ignorance
Ignorance is a lack of knowledge. Of course, people have been saying 
for years that ignorance is bliss. Honestly, ignorance is one of our great-
est enemies. God Himself says that it can become a huge obstacle in our 
lives. In Hosea, for instance, God made this statement: “My people are 
destroyed for lack of knowledge” (4:6). Think about that for a moment. 
Like Micah, Hosea was proclaiming a message of judgment. Soon, God’s 
judgment would be poured out on His people. And of all the things that 
God could have chosen to identify as the root cause of the problem, He 
named ignorance. “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.” 
Then God added this phrase: “Because you have rejected knowledge” 
(v. 6). This phrase emphasizes the role that rebellion may play in our 
ignorance. Simply stated, it is an act of rebellion to reject God’s truth.

There are two types of ignorant people. The first category includes 
the people who have a lack of knowledge because of the circumstances 
of their lives. They may have grown up in an environment where the 
pursuit of knowledge was neither valued nor encouraged. Or they 
grew up in a context where the pursuit of knowledge was not even an 
option. In numerous places around the world people live in ignorance 
because they do not have the opportunity to pursue an education. I 
never struggle with this type of ignorance because it is a byproduct of 
circumstances outside a person’s control. Clearly, folks in this group can 
still be destroyed by a lack of knowledge. For instance, the inability to 
understand electricity can be deadly for someone ignorant of its power. 
So, too, is an ignorance of the dangers of drinking polluted water. But 
this type of ignorance is more easily excused when people have been 
given no instruction about such things.

The second category of ignorance, however, involves a totally 
different type of person. This group includes the people who have been 
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exposed to truth. They have a knowledge base, but they choose to ignore 
that knowledge and embrace ignorance instead. There is nothing worse 
than self-inflicted ignorance. It always has devastating consequences. 
This is exactly what God was saying to His people in Israel and Judah: 
“You are being destroyed because of your lack of knowledge because you 
have rejected knowledge.” The people had abandoned God’s covenant 
and His commands. In Micah 3 we’re going to see that the people had 
also rejected God’s counsel. 

As we study this chapter, we’re going to witness a tragic decision 
by the leaders and people of Israel and Judah. They had been given 
knowledge—it was in their hands! But you know what they did with it? 
They rejected it, and judgment was rushing toward them. Remember 
the first verses of chapter 1? God was preparing to leave His throne 
in heaven, come down to His people, and bring judgment with Him. 
We’re going to be reminded of something very important in this text. 
Every follower of Jesus has been exposed to the truth of God’s Word. It 
contains “everything required for faith and godliness” (2 Pet 1:3). But 
we must be careful; we may place our hope in all the wrong places. Like 
Israel and Judah, we may embrace idols and reject God’s commands for 
our lives. If we do this, we will also reject God’s counsel and wisdom. 
Once we reach that dangerous place, we have the potential to be 
destroyed by our own sinful choices—choices that result from rejecting 
God’s counsel for our lives. 

They Abused Justice Rather Than Embracing It

Micah began this chapter by challenging the nations’ political leaders. 
First he asked the leaders a rhetorical question: “Aren’t you guys sup-
posed to understand justice?” Of course, the answer should have been 
a simple “Yes.” After all, Micah was talking to the king, the cabinet, the 
princes, the advisors, the mayors, and such. They had the best educa-
tion, jobs, and opportunities. They had been exposed to the knowledge 
of God’s truth and counsel. As a result, God expected them to know 
what justice is and have some interest in its pursuit. Instead, Micah 
described them in verses 2-3 and 9-11. We read this, and we’re surprised 
by the horror of this description. The very people whom God in His 
providence had placed in positions of authority in Israel and Judah had 
abandoned their responsibility before Him. Because they were leaders, 
they had a higher level of responsibility and accountability before God. 
He had given them truth, but they despised His counsel. 
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What was God’s counsel to the political leaders in Israel? Look at 
Exodus 23:6-8. It’s just one example we can find in Scripture that speaks 
to this subject. It says,

You must not deny justice to a poor person among you in his lawsuit.
Stay far away from a false accusation. Do not kill the innocent and the 
just, because I will not justify the guilty. You must not take a bribe, for 
a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and corrupts the words of the righteous.

It’s relatively easy to understand exactly what God was teaching His people 
in this text. Justice is perverted when a poor man doesn’t stand a chance 
against a rich man in court. The poor man can’t afford high-powered 
attorneys, and he certainly doesn’t have the money to bribe the judge. 
God didn’t want His people being falsely accused and killed by unscrupu-
lous and unjust leaders. It mattered so much to God that He said, “I will 
not justify the guilty.” The meaning of the phrase is obvious—God does 
not give wickedness a pass. He won’t overlook or ignore it. He will always 
punish sin. That is why the death and resurrection of Jesus are at the 
heart of God’s redemptive plan for His world. As sinners, we cannot do 
anything to alter our condition. We are under God’s wrath because of sin. 
But on the cross Jesus took our place and bore our sin. He was punished 
for our sin so that God can both “be righteous and declare righteous the 
one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:26). Jesus had to die for our sin in 
order for us to be forgiven because God will not acquit the guilty. 

God was very clear with His instructions to the leaders in Israel 
and Judah. He was not going to tolerate injustice. He would not accept 
leaders and judges who made decisions on the basis of under-the-table 
payoffs because that would “subvert the course of justice” (Prov 17:23). 
God had been patient with His people, continually calling them to 
repentance, so that they could experience the blessings of covenant 
relationship. Micah continued to warn the political leaders with this 
message—God’s patience was growing short. 

As we return to Micah 3, we find that they had abandoned this 
counsel from the law in several ways. As we just saw, they abused justice 
rather than embracing it. In 2:1 we saw that the political leaders made 
plans continuously to defraud others. They were willing to evict widows 
and orphans so that they could take the houses for themselves. They 
were planning to affect the outcomes of trials based on the size of the 
bribes they were offered. The abuse of justice was rampant in Israel 
and Judah. 
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They Abandoned Mercy Rather Than Embodying It

The abuse pictured in 3:2-3 is staggering. Micah used the following lan-
guage: “You tear off people’s skin and strip their flesh from their bones. 
You eat the flesh of my people after you strip their skin from them and 
break their bones. You chop them up like flesh for the cooking pot, like 
meat in a cauldron.” I read these words, and I think about a barbecue 
technique in South Carolina called a “pig-picking.” We cook the hog 
whole and then chop it and eat it right off the grill. Similarly, the leaders 
were attempting to strip away everything of value from the people, the 
very people they were supposed to love as neighbors. There’s no mercy 
here; they just cared about themselves.

They Embraced Pride Rather Than Rejecting It

Look at 3:11: “Yet they lean on the Lord, saying, ‘Isn’t the Lord among 
us? No disaster will overtake us.’” You want to talk about arrogant! The 
political leaders Micah was addressing in chapter 3 were the very people 
he would challenge in the most famous verse in this book: “Mankind, 
He has told you what is good and what it is the Lord requires of you: to 
act justly, to love faithfulness, and to walk humbly with your God” (6:8). 
These leaders were the antithesis of this truth. They abused justice, they 
abandoned mercy, and they were full of pride.

God’s response in verses 4 and 12 is sobering. God said in effect, 
“I’m about to abandon you in the coming disaster. Don’t call out to 
Me. I will not hear or answer you. You are the source of the destruction 
that is coming through My judgment because of your evil deeds.” Yet 
the people continued to be content in their sin. Nevertheless, God was 
steadfast. “My judgment is coming. You’re going to call out for help, but 
when you do, I’m not going to be there. I will not acquit the guilty. You 
will be destroyed for lack of knowledge, but it’s not because I didn’t love 
you enough to give you the knowledge. It’s because you chose to reject 
and rebel against that knowledge in favor of your own agenda.”

Self-Interested Leadership
Micah rebukes a second group of leaders in chapter 3—the religious 

leaders. He wrote about them in verses 5-7 and 11. Micah was writing 
this to the persons responsible for leading the people in worship. They 
were tasked with teaching the people to embrace covenant loyalty, obey 
God’s commands, and apply God’s counsel. Yet Micah described just 
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the opposite. They had become motivated by greed. Malachi suggested 
a possible, pragmatic reason for this behavior. In Malachi 3 he rebuked 
the people for their disobedience in tithing. The people had abandoned 
that command along with all of the others. This, in turn, placed a heavy 
burden on the Levites. They were the one tribe without an inheritance; 
they needed the people to be obedient with their tithes so that they 
would have the resources necessary for life. As the tithes disappeared 
through disobedience, the Levites struggled to survive. Apparently, 
rather than trust God, they began to try to solve the problem themselves 
by charging the people for their services. 

They Were Motivated by Popularity Rather Than Principle

Micah identified two motivational problems of the religious leaders. 
First, they were motivated by popularity. Remember, Micah preached 
an unpopular message. The false prophets in Micah’s day wanted to 
be liked by the people, so they preached a message that appealed to 
the people. Whether it was true or not was irrelevant. They adopted a 
preaching style that focused on a positive message over a truthful one. 
They told the people that they were fine. God loved them, and they 
were secure because they were children of Abraham. In doing so, how-
ever, Micah says they led God’s people astray (v. 5a). 

They Were Motivated by Greed Rather Than Grace

Second, the religious leaders were motivated by greed. Micah said they 
were prepared to provide a positive sermon for the ones who would give 
them money, but they stood ready to curse anyone who refused (v. 5b). 
They were following in the footsteps of the prophet Balaam, who was 
all about making money (Num 22). They didn’t care about the people 
at all. Micah’s description in verse 11 was brutal: “Her priests teach for 
payment, and her prophets practice divination for money.” They were 
nothing more than glorified fortune-tellers and conmen. This was the 
group tasked by God with leading the people into a lifestyle of covenant 
loyalty and obedience, a lifestyle motivated by love for God and neigh-
bor. Is it any wonder that the nations of Israel and Judah were in such 
bad shape?

We can look around at our own context and find people functioning 
in the same way. Today there are many religious leaders for whom 
money is the only motivation of their ministry. God promised the same 
consequence for the religious leaders as the political leaders. When they 
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called for help in the day of trouble, God was going to abandon them. 
If it’s possible, however, the religious leaders have a worse fate than 
the political leaders. God told them that in the hour when they most 
needed to hear from Him, the silence would be deafening (vv. 6-7). The 
religious leaders had the potential to hear a true word from God. But 
God was consigning them to an existence of spiritual darkness. They 
would never again hear a word from God. 

Spirit-Empowered Courage

Micah of Moresheth

Then we get a glimpse into Micah’s heart. He stands as a man of truth 
in a land of falsehood and sin. In the face of opposition and danger, he 
held firmly to God’s truth. In a culture that had abandoned covenant 
loyalty and obedience, Micah lived as a man of God. How was that pos-
sible? Micah himself answered the question in verse 8: “As for me, how-
ever, I am filled with power by the Spirit of the Lord, with justice and 
courage, to proclaim to Jacob his rebellion and to Israel his sin.” In this 
verse he demonstrated how he was different from the false prophets 
around him. 

Micah was filled with God’s power. Where did that power come 
from? It came from God the Holy Spirit. Remember, the Holy Spirit 
didn’t indwell every person prior to His appearance at Pentecost 
(Acts 2). Prior to Pentecost, the Holy Spirit did empower some people 
to fulfill God’s unique, sovereign purposes. Micah said, “I am filled with 
power, and because of that power, I am able to teach with justice and 
courage the message of judgment that God has given me!” 

Jesus of Nazareth

When I read this text in Micah, I cannot help but think of some similar 
verses written by Isaiah, one of Micah’s contemporaries. Read Isaiah 
61:1-3:

The Spirit of the Lord God is on Me, because the Lord has anointed 
Me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent Me to heal the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and freedom to the 
prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of our 
God’s vengeance; to comfort all who mourn, to provide for those who 
mourn in Zion; to give them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, festive 
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oil instead of mourning, and splendid clothes instead of despair. And 
they will be called righteous trees, planted by the Lord to glorify Him.

Notice that Isaiah’s description of his ministry was very similar to 
Micah’s. They both were aware that the Holy Spirit had appointed them 
to a special prophetic work, and they were committed to accomplishing 
it. What’s even more interesting about Isaiah’s text is that Jesus quoted 
it 700 years later to describe His own prophetic ministry (Luke 4:16-30). 
The people who heard Jesus speak these words in the synagogue were 
amazed at His gracious speech. Then Jesus looked at them in the spirit 
of Micah and Isaiah and told them that their hearts were so hard that 
He couldn’t do any miracles because of their lack of faith. Suddenly, the 
people went from being amazed to being enraged, and they dragged 
Him out of the city to throw Him off of a cliff. Miraculously, He was able 
to escape. 

The people in the synagogue that day were just trying to do what 
Israel and Judah had done for centuries, the very thing the political and 
religious leaders in Israel did several years later when they collaborated 
to have Jesus sentenced to death: kill the messenger. Only this time, the 
messenger had come to die. Wicked, selfish men coordinated the death 
of Jesus the Messiah, but a sovereign God orchestrated it. And through 
His death and resurrection, Jesus would provide a once-for-all sacrifice 
for the sins of the world. 

The people in Micah’s day had lost sight of the promise of Messiah. 
Instead, they were placing their hope in other things. In chapter 1 
Micah said they were placing their hope in their government rather 
than in God to protect them. In chapter 2 Micah said they were hoping 
in culture, believing that cultural norms defined their ethics, even if 
those norms violated God’s truth. And here in chapter 3 Micah said they 
were rejecting God’s counsel in favor of their own arrogant wisdom. 
The people were holding on to one key idea that was at the root of all 
of these issues: They were going to be fine, no matter how they lived, 
no matter what they did, because they were Abraham’s descendants—
and that’s just the way it was. Ultimately, the people were placing their 
hope in their religious birthright. Yet through Micah God was saying, 
“It’s only through sacrifice that your sins are forgiven, and it’s only 
through covenant loyalty and obedience that you will receive My favor.” 
Nevertheless, the people rejected it.

This sounds strangely similar to our own culture. Countless people 
attend a church on Christmas or Easter Sunday, check the “church” 
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box on their “to do” list, and leave unchanged. They embrace the 
same philosophy as Israel and Judah. In essence they say to themselves, 
“Everything’s fine. God loves me, He understands me, and He is 
unconcerned about my lifestyle choices.” Sadly, their misguided hope 
in religious activity will send them straight to hell if left unchanged. 

Jesus came into our world for one reason: to blow up the myth of 
religion. He didn’t come so that people could know more about God; He 
came so that people could know God. But people cannot come to God 
with an arrogant heart; they must come by faith, with humility, trusting in 
God’s Son as their Savior and Lord. When Jesus hung on the cross, and 
God placed our sin on Him, it was to provide a perfect sacrifice for our 
sin. When God raised Him from the dead, it was to demonstrate that the 
sacrifice had been accepted and forgiveness was now available. The fact 
that forgiveness is available does not mean that it’s automatic, however. 
Each person must make a decision about Jesus. Many will ignore Him; 
others will deny Him; a few will trust Him. These are the ones who will 
find that Jesus is the only true source of hope in life!

Those of us who have accepted Jesus Christ as our Savior face a 
common danger. If we’re not careful, we may substitute religious activity 
for a growing relationship with God. Micah is warning us that we can 
become just like the political and religious leaders of his day. Yet God 
continues to challenge us to pursue truth and live truth for His glory. 
That’s His ultimate purpose for our lives, and we will accomplish it as we 
accept and apply His counsel to our lives daily. 

Reflect and Discuss
1. Micah affirms what Hosea 4:6 states: “My people are destroyed for 

lack of knowledge.” Simply put, the people were not teachable. Why 
is it important to be teachable today, and what are the dangers of 
rejecting God’s truth?

2. The people in Israel and Judah fell carelessly into false doctrine and 
evil practices. They were not discerning when it came to following 
God’s truth. Read the following verses: 1 Timothy 6:3-5; Galatians 
1:6-10; Jude 1-25. What are the dangers of embracing false teachers?

3. Sometimes, just like the people in Micah 3, we take God’s grace in 
our lives for granted. Romans 6:1 states, “What should we say then? 
Should we continue in sin so that grace may multiply? Absolutely 
not! How can we who died to sin still live in it?” What are the dan-
gers of presuming on God’s grace?
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4. Rebellion sometimes reveals itself through overt disobedience to 
direct commands. Other times, however, it reveals itself through 
the rejection of wise counsel. Read Proverbs 24. Make a list of the 
benefits of embracing wisdom and the consequences of rebelling 
against it.

5. Second Peter 1:3-11 reveals that God has given us “everything 
required for life and godliness.” Read this text and list all of the 
benefits that come from receiving God’s wisdom with a teachable 
spirit.

6. Sometimes, as we see in Micah 3:4,7, God’s silence is part of God’s 
sentence in our lives. Think about a time when God’s silence was 
a byproduct of sinful lifestyle choices. How did it feel to experi-
ence the silence of God’s inactivity in your life? Reflect on what hap-
pened to bring about a change in your fellowship with God.

7. The political and religious leaders in Micah’s day had abandoned 
the pursuit of justice. How and why is justice a byproduct of heeding 
God’s counsel?

8. First Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-16 emphasize the importance of 
a pastor’s integrity. Why is a leader’s integrity so important for the 
health of the church?

9. Sadly, many religious leaders have sold out the gospel in pursuit 
of money and popularity. Ultimately, what does Micah 3 teach us 
about the wisdom of this choice?
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Rebirth in the Kingdom

MICAH 4:1-13

Main Idea: Israel and Judah will be united when Messiah reigns on earth.

I. Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Laws (4:1-3).
II. Messiah Will Govern Israel as God’s Leader (4:4-7).
III. Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Discipline (4:8-10).
IV. Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Power (4:11-13).
V. Messiah Will Bring Hope into a Hopeless Life.

Hope is essential to life, and yet as I travel the world, I meet count-
less people who live without hope. I’ve seen hopelessness on the 

faces of people in the Philippines, Romania, Hungary, Brazil, Belize, 
Puerto Rico, Jamaica, St. Thomas, Oman, Turkey, and Cuba. Many of 
them are hopeless because of their personal situations. Life is a strug-
gle every day, and they have no hope that their lives will ever improve. 
Many of them are hopeless because of their religious heritage. Many 
go through the motions of religious activity, but they have no hope of 
forgiveness or eternal life. Many are forced to pursue criminal activ-
ity or prostitution just to survive, and many others simply succumb to 
the numbing influence of addictions. They live day after miserable day 
without hope.

America is filled with hopelessness too; we’re just better at masking 
it. We have the potential to live in a decent place, drive a decent car, and 
have some nice clothes and a cool phone. We can attend fun parties, 
sporting events, and a host of other activities, but underneath it all we 
can be just as hopeless as the guy in Cuba. We mask our hopelessness 
with alcohol, drugs, or excitement, but it’s there. There is only one 
group of people on the planet who have the potential to experience real, 
authentic hope: Christians! In all of those hopeless places around the 
world, and right here in the US, the only people I meet with real hope 
are Christ-followers. They have come to know the love and forgiveness 
of God, and they have found hope and joy in Him!

In Micah 4 there is a dramatic turn in the tone of the book. As we’ve 
seen, Micah 1–3 is pretty discouraging. Micah told the people of both 
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Israel and Judah that God was preparing to come down from heaven to 
judge them because they had rejected His covenant, commands, and 
counsel. In spite of this, the people were content to maintain the status 
quo, unwilling to turn back to God through repentance and confession. 
Now, I’m sure there were legitimate God-fearers among the people—
those who were faithful to God, even as the culture was collapsing 
around them. They were the few who were striving to live in covenant 
loyalty and obedience to God. But they were going to suffer because of 
the sinful choices of the people around them. I’m sure they wrestled 
with hopelessness as they listened to Micah’s message.

As we begin to read chapter 4, we get this amazing word of hope: 
Israel will be restored when the Messiah reigns on earth and finally 
fulfills the covenant promises made to Abraham and David. In chapter 4 
Micah provided the believing Jewish remnant with four specific promises 
designed to give them hope in the troubled world in which they lived.

Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Laws
MICAH 4:1-3

Micah promised the people that a day was coming when God’s law 
would govern them completely. Of course, God had already given them 
His law, and they had chosen to ignore it. For the righteous remnant, 
however, this was a word of hope: “God’s law will one day govern our 
people and cover this planet with justice!” 

In these verses Micah revealed several key aspects of this promise. 
First, God’s law will cover the earth “in the last days,” when Messiah reigns 
on earth. Scholars have interpreted this phrase in different ways, but I 
believe it refers to the literal thousand-year reign of Jesus the Messiah on 
earth during the millennium. Second, Micah noted that Messiah would 
reign in Jerusalem, which will be exalted above every other capital city 
on earth. It will be the primary place of influence on earth, the place 
where Messiah will reign and proclaim God’s truth. Third, he notes that 
Messiah’s reign will be supreme. No other nations will have the need 
or capacity to maintain armies or weapons. All weapons will be remade 
into other, more necessary items.

This is an amazing promise for those of us who live in the twenty-
first century, too. When I look around our nation and the world, I see 
examples of injustice everywhere. We live in a day when laws favor the 
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wealthy and connected, just as it was in Micah’s day. I see a world where 
a nation’s military might allow it to oppress the very people it should 
protect. In this text God reminds us that He is just. Because of this, 
when Messiah reigns on this planet, true justice will prevail. What an 
amazing day that will be when the law of God has triumphed on earth!

Messiah Will Govern Israel as God’s Leader
MICAH 4:4-7

Micah looked around his nation and the world and saw countless peo-
ple who chased after false gods. Micah said that when Messiah appears, 
“we will walk in the name of Yahweh our God forever and ever.” Never 
again will God’s people worship the idols of false gods. There will be 
one King who will lead the people and be worshiped by Israel. Who is it? 
Micah gives the answer: “Then the Lord will rule over them in Mount 
Zion from this time on and forever.” It’s the Messiah—the Anointed 
One—who will reign over Israel. Here is the promise of Messiah. We 
find references to the Messiah throughout the Old Testament, espe-
cially in the prophets. He is the One promised in the Davidic covenant, 
the One who will reign on David’s throne forever and ever. He is King 
Jesus! Micah will address this in more detail in chapter 5. 

But here he referenced several specific roles of the Messiah. First, 
He will ensure the security of Israel. Every one of God’s people will dwell 
securely with “no one to frighten him.” Israel and Judah were about to go 
through some very frightening times. Their descendants have experienced 
fear throughout their history. Even today, numerous enemies threaten 
Israel with destruction. But on that future day, when Messiah reigns on 
earth, no one will ever cause His people to fear again. They will be totally 
secure in Him, glorified in His presence forever. Second, Messiah will 
reward the faithful among His people. On that day, all those who were 
deemed insignificant or had been scattered by the providence of God 
will be gathered into a mighty nation before the Messiah. Third, Messiah 
will reign forever. The prophets talked often of the unending reign of 
Messiah (Rev 11:15). Micah emphasized this truth as well. 

When we think about the history of our world, we understand that 
nations have been warring against nations for millennia. Today, the 
superpowers of our world jostle with one another for economic and 
military preeminence. Smaller countries strive for weapons of power 
that promise them greater control over their own destinies. The threat 
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of global war is an ever-present reality. That is why placing one’s hope in 
national identity is a fool’s errand. At any given moment our entire way 
of life could be wiped away, either by the external influence of another 
powerful nation or the internal control of a government that embraces 
totalitarianism. Regardless, our hope is never in our national identity—
our hope is in God. One day, God’s Messiah will rule on earth, and we 
will find true “justice for all.”

Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Discipline
MICAH 4:8-10

In these verses Micah returned to his present day. While the promised 
Messiah will reign in the future, for now the people of Israel and Judah 
would soon be captured by foreign powers. They will have no king to 
lead them and no counselors to provide them wisdom. What was God’s 
ultimate reason for this discipline? He was using it to draw His people 
back toward a covenant loyalty and obedience motivated by love for God 
and neighbor.

This text also contains a “double fulfillment” prophecy. A double 
fulfillment prophecy is one that has both a present-day application 
for the author and a future application for the saints. In Micah’s day 
God was preparing to send Israel into Assyria and Judah into Babylon. 
Micah said that after an appointed time, God would rescue His people 
from the Babylonians. As we know, the people of Judah were captives in 
Babylon for 70 years before Ezra and Nehemiah began to lead people 
back to Jerusalem during the reign of Cyrus of Persia. God fulfilled this 
promise for the people. 

But there is a future application to this promise that will be fulfilled 
during the reign of Messiah. Micah wrote, “The Lord will redeem you 
from the power of your enemies” (v. 10). While God freed His people 
from the Babylonians, they continued to be plagued by foreign powers, 
first by Greece and then by Rome. Between Nehemiah and the time of 
Jesus, Israel developed some autonomy in Palestine but never to the 
extent that they had under David and Solomon, or even in the divided 
kingdoms. When Titus conquered Jerusalem in AD 70, Israel ceased to 
exist as a nation in Palestine for nearly 2,000 years. Even today it occupies 
a fraction of the land God promised to Abraham. The fulfillment of the 
second part of this prophecy is still in the future, when Messiah will 
claim His forever throne in Jerusalem.
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Between now and then, however, Israel will continue to be the most 
oppressed nation on earth. Despised by her enemies and reluctantly 
aided by her friends, Israel maintains a precarious position in our world. 
But a day is coming when Israel will embrace Messiah en masse (Rev 7:1-
8). Until that day, however, God will not abandon His covenant people. 

Messiah Will Govern Israel by God’s Power
MICAH 4:11-13

The nations that surrounded Israel and Judah during Micah’s day 
wanted to destroy them. And to all onlookers, it must have looked like 
Assyria and Babylon had accomplished that feat. The pagan nations 
didn’t understand that God had orchestrated these events as an act of 
discipline. God said He would redeem His people, and that is exactly 
what He did when the people of Judah returned to Palestine under 
Nehemiah’s leadership.

Today, the nations of our world would still love to destroy Israel, 
especially those nations that immediately surround her. God will not 
let this happen. The pagan nations have never understood God’s 
purposes for His people, nor can they. How has Israel survived all of this 
opposition? God continues to guard them with His power. He has never 
ceased to honor His covenant with His people. Every last promise will be 
fulfilled through Messiah. 

These words were a source of hope to the people of Israel during 
Micah’s day, and they remain so for the Jews. In the future the largest 
assault on Israel in history will occur at a place called Armageddon 
(Rev 19:11-21). God will gather the armies of the world “like sheaves to 
the threshing floor” (Mic 4:12). There, King Jesus, the Messiah of Israel 
and the Savior of the church, will defeat Israel’s foes once and for all 
in the climactic battle of history. Israel will survive victorious, and God 
will make them an invincible nation (v. 13). Messiah will reign, God’s 
law will encompass the earth, and righteousness and justice will prevail 
over all creation. 

Messiah Will Bring Hope into a Hopeless Life
As we read these ancient verses, we may be tempted to ask if they really 
have any significance for our lives today. Let’s be honest: Even as follow-
ers of Jesus we may wrestle to find hope in our daily lives. For instance, 
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as you read this today, you may be struggling to overcome a challenging 
circumstance in your life. Your actions may have contributed to those 
circumstances, or the situation may be totally outside your control. 
Maybe you’ve lost hope because you failed to take advantage of a great 
opportunity. You live with regret because you think that missed oppor-
tunity has derailed your future. Perhaps you feel downhearted because 
you’ve suffered a loss in your life. Maybe you’ve lost someone that you 
love—a spouse, a child, or a friend. Maybe you lost a job and the finan-
cial challenges have been difficult in your life. You may wonder if you’ll 
ever have another opportunity at a good career. 

Maybe you’re battling depression in your life. Depression often 
occurs when we experience failure in some way. We begin to wonder 
if we will ever succeed, and soon we’re trapped in a downward spiral 
of discouragement. Depression is dangerous because in many ways it’s 
a manifestation of the absence of hope. Why do so many millions of 
people turn to narcotics? Often it is to try to cure hopelessness. Maybe 
you’re struggling under the weight of disillusionment. You don’t have to 
live very long to discover that people will let you down. Often people are 
disillusioned because they have been the victims of broken promises. 
Disillusionment produces a lack of trust, and that leads to hopelessness. 
It can leave you feeling that you’re alone in the world. Finally, you may 
feel defeated by sin. Perhaps you have an obstacle in your life, and you’re 
weary of fighting it. Maybe it’s an addictive behavior that is controlling 
you. Perhaps anger, frustration, bitterness, or lust is consuming you, and 
you feel hopeless to overcome it. 

Ultimately, Micah is reminding us that no matter what type of 
difficult situation we face, whether it’s an invading army or an invasive 
sin, there is only one source of hope—His name is Jesus! Jesus is the 
only source of hope in life—period. When people feel hopeless, a new 
job will not fix it; a new wife will not fix it; driving a new car will not fix it; 
moving to a new state will not fix it; drowning oneself in alcohol or drugs 
every night will not fix it. These things are just temporary distractions 
from hopelessness. Only Jesus can bring hope into a hopeless life.

Consider Abraham, the father of the Jewish people. He was married 
to a woman named Sarah. They were a happy couple, but they couldn’t 
have any children. When God called Abraham, He promised him that 
he would have descendants like the stars of heaven (Gen 12:1-3). Years 
passed and Abraham still had no children with Sarah. It would seem to 
me that Abraham’s faith should have waned over the years. After all, 
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“Delayed hope makes the heart sick” (Prov 13:12). The book of Romans 
tells us something special about Abraham:

He believed, hoping against hope, so that he became the father of many 
nations according to what had been spoken: So will your descendants 
be. He considered his own body to be already dead (since he was about 
100 years old) and also considered the deadness of Sarah’s womb, 
without weakening in the faith. He did not waver in unbelief at God’s 
promise but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, 
because he was fully convinced that what He had promised He was 
also able to perform. (Rom 4:18-23)

Think about this amazing text. In spite of the fact that he was 100 years 
old, he did not weaken in his faith! This is phenomenal! News flash: 
100-year-old guys don’t father children. He didn’t weaken in his faith 
when he remembered that Sarah was no youngster either—she was 90! 
What was Abraham’s response? “He did not waver in unbelief at God’s 
promise.” He never doubted God.

When our hope in God begins to waver, it is because we’re questioning 
whether we can trust God with our circumstances, especially when they 
seem impossible to overcome. Abraham didn’t see any way to have a son 
in his old age, but he held fast to his hope and trust in God. How could 
he manage this? Notice that next phrase: He “was strengthened in his 
faith and gave glory to God, because he was fully convinced that what 
He had promised He was also able to perform.” It was his hope that 
strengthened his faith. He was “fully convinced” that God would honor 
His promises.

What about you? Are you fully convinced that God can work out 
His will in the area of your life that is threatening your hope? I want 
you to keep these things in mind. God is sovereign over the events of 
your life, and He has promised to direct your steps (Ps 37:23). God 
will work all things together for good in your life as He fulfills His 
purpose in you (Rom 8:28). Are you feeling disappointed over missed 
opportunities? There is no such thing as a missed opportunity for a 
Sovereign God. God has a purpose for your life, and He will guide you 
to the exact opportunities that He wants you to pursue. Are you feeling 
downhearted because of a loss in your life? Remember that God is life. 
While it is always difficult to lose the ones we love, we must pursue God’s 
purpose and live for His glory while we still have life. Are you depressed 
because of some failure in your life? God is the master at turning failure 
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into victory. Keep in mind that our greatest achievements are often 
byproducts of our greatest hardships. Are you disillusioned because 
of someone’s broken promises? God is truth, and you can always trust 
Him. “It is impossible for God to lie” (Heb 6:18). Claim His promises 
and live in the hope they provide for you. Do you feel defeated because 
of some sin in your life? God promises victory and transformation as we 
surrender our lives to Him and follow Him by faith. 

Ultimately, our source of hope is found in Jesus. If you’re reading 
this and you’ve never placed your faith in Jesus, I want to encourage you 
to give your life to Him. Confess your sin to God and turn to Christ by 
faith. Receive Jesus as your Lord and Savior. If you do have a personal 
relationship with Jesus, I want to remind you that there is no place for 
a lack of hope in the life of a Christian. There is no room for a lack 
of faith in God. We can have confidence in God, His Word, and His 
promises. So, we must hear the truth, believe the truth, hope in the 
truth, and wait on the truth to guide our lives. This is how we live in the 
reality of God’s hope in Christ every day. 

Reflect and Discuss
1. Read Proverbs 13:12. Why is hope so necessary for life?
2. Read Romans 15:4. In this verse we see that hope is derived from 

two specific things. What are they, and how are they related to each 
other?

3. Micah reinforces a fundamental truth found in Jeremiah 29:11—
God has good plans for His people. How does Micah 4:1-2 clarify 
the hope that Jeremiah references?

4. Micah has much to say about the purpose of God’s discipline. Read 
Hebrews 12:7-11. What does God’s discipline say about Him and 
about our relationship to Him?

5. Have you ever experienced God’s discipline in your life? How did 
God use it for good in your life?

6. God also uses trials to build our faith. Read James 1:2-12. What does 
James have to say about trials and God’s purpose for them in our 
lives?

7. Has God ever taken you through a difficult trial? How did God use 
it for good in your life?

8. What is the difference between God’s use of discipline and trials in 
our lives?
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9. God was faithful to His people in spite of their sin. Read Lamentations 
3:22-23. How should God’s faithfulness to Israel encourage us in 
our own spiritual journey?

10. Ultimately, like Abraham, we claim God’s promises by faith. Read 
Hebrews 11:17-19. How do these verses demonstrate the growth of 
Abraham’s faith and hope? 
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Rise of the King

MICAH 5:1-15

Main Idea: When Messiah reigns on earth, Israel will be restored and 
cured.

I. Israel Will Be Restored When Messiah Reigns on Earth (5:1-9).
II. Israel Will Be Cured When Messiah Reigns on Earth (5:10-15).
 A. Israel will be cured from its false sense of security (5:10-11).
 B. Israel will be cured from its false sources of counsel (5:12).
 C. Israel will be cured from its false symbols of worship (5:13-14).
 D. Israel will be cured from its enemies (5:15).

Have you ever found yourself in a situation where you needed to be 
rescued? When I was a child, I was spending time with my dad 

in a forest near our home. It was winter in Pennsylvania, and a thick 
snow blanketed the woods. I began exploring and soon lost sight of my 
dad. As I walked, the ground gave way beneath me, and I fell into large 
hole once filled with the roots of a mighty tree. I landed on my back, 
but because of the narrowing of the hole at the bottom, my arms were 
pinned against my sides. I couldn’t move at all! From where I was I could 
look up into the trees of the forest. Snowflakes were drifting slowly down 
on me as I lay helpless. Strangely, though, I wasn’t afraid. Why? I had 
hope. I knew that my dad was somewhere in the woods, and I knew that 
he would come looking for me. I felt great joy when I saw his smiling 
face peering down into the hole at me. He reached down and pulled 
me out. Rescued and restored, my dad and I continued our journey 
through the trees. 

Micah began his book with dire prophecies about the impending 
judgment of God on the nations of Israel and Judah. As we studied 
chapters 1–3, we saw that God was preparing to judge them for 
three specific failings: (1)  they had rejected His covenant, (2)  they 
had rejected His commands, and (3) they had rejected His counsel. 
Despite Micah’s warnings, however, the people continued on in their 
rebellion, encouraged by the hope-filled messages of the false prophets 
around them. 
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In chapter 4 Micah’s book made a sudden turn. Micah encouraged 
the righteous remnant in both Israel and Judah to hold on to hope 
because God has a future plan to rescue and restore them. One day 
the Messiah will reign on earth, and Israel will receive the complete 
fulfillment of Abraham’s covenant promises. Micah continues to 
develop this important, hope-producing theme in chapter 5. 

Israel Will Be Restored When Messiah Reigns on Earth
MICAH 5:1-9

In this chapter we find a beautiful picture of the rise of the promised 
Messiah King. It is an expansion of 4:7, which reads, “Then the Lord will 
rule over them in Mount Zion from this time on and forever.” The prom-
ised King of Israel will be God Himself! In this chapter Micah revealed 
additional truth about Israel’s future King. First, in verses 1-9 he revealed 
that Israel will be restored when the King appears at the end of the age.

This passage contains one of the most famous verses in the entire 
Old Testament, indeed in the whole Bible. It is a verse we often read 
during our Christmas celebrations (v. 2). It is important because Micah 
was bringing clarity to the identity of the coming King who had been 
promised to Israel. This is significant because the Old Testament 
identifies several criteria that the future Messiah must meet. One of 
them states that He must be a descendent of King David. In the Davidic 
covenant God promised David that he would have an heir to sit on his 
throne forever. David was from Bethlehem, and Micah revealed that 
his future heir, the promised eternal King, would be born there as well. 
Micah described Bethlehem as being “small among the clans of Judah.” 
In other words, it’s an insignificant community. When they named the 
major cities of Israel in the Old Testament, Bethlehem didn’t make the 
list. Yet out of this insignificant place would come the most significant 
person ever born on earth, the Messiah of Israel!

He will be the One who comes on behalf of God to be “ruler over 
Israel.” He won’t be just any ruler, however, because His “origin is from 
antiquity, from eternity.” When we get to verses 4-5 we see this beautiful 
picture of the way Messiah will rule over a united Israel: “He will stand 
and shepherd them in the strength of Yahweh, in the majestic name 
of Yahweh His God. They will live securely, for then His greatness will 
extend to the ends of the earth. He will be their peace.” This is an 
amazing promise, which continues the teaching we observed in 4:6-8,13. 
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But when we read these verses in chapter 5, we understand that this 
prophecy has yet to be fulfilled. It still looms before us in the future, 
waiting on the second coming of King Jesus. 

Because we have the benefit of New Testament revelation and 
historical hindsight, we understand that hidden within the mystery of 
God’s redemptive plan for the world is a plan to send the Messiah in 
two distinct advents. The Messiah would come the first time to be the 
Savior of the world and the second time to be the King of the world. The 
prophet Micah may have been unaware of this truth when he wrote his 
book, however. This was an issue that many prophets wrestled with as they 
revealed God’s prophecies. Remember, according to Paul the advent of 
Messiah as Savior was hidden from the prophets (Eph 3:1-13). As a result, 
when the prophets saw glimpses of the coming Messiah, they may have 
anticipated that He would establish His kingdom at His first appearing.

It’s easy to understand why the prophets would struggle with this. 
God allowed them to have glimpses into the future, but for them it was 
like looking at a mountain range off in the distance. We can relate to 
them in this. From miles away the mountain peaks all look very close to 
one another. Stand on one of those peaks, however, and you will notice 
that deep canyons or vast valleys separate them—they’re really not close 
together at all. When the prophets saw events in the future, they had 
no way of knowing the time gaps between them. And in the case of the 
Messiah, God shielded from the prophets the knowledge that He was 
going to send the Messiah not once, but twice, and there would be a 
lengthy period of time between the two. 

This is the reason many Jews today continue to reject Jesus as the 
Messiah of Israel. He doesn’t fit their template for Messiah for two 
specific reasons. First, they read the Old Testament promises about a 
great king who will defeat the enemies of Israel and reign in Jerusalem, 
and Jesus didn’t do that. Second, they struggle with the fact that Jesus 
died by crucifixion. The Old Testament says that every person who 
hangs on a tree is cursed (Deut 21:23), so they reject Him. This is why 
Paul says that the death of Jesus by crucifixion is a “stumbling block” to 
the Jews (1 Cor 1:23). All of these objections are rooted, ultimately, in 
the mistaken belief that Messiah will only come one time, and when He 
does, it will be as a conquering King.

And yet, the coming of Messiah as Suffering Servant is one of the 
most detailed prophecies in the Old Testament. As I shared above, it is 
the great mystery of the Bible. The mystery of the gospel is this: Only 
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the death of God’s Son could fully atone for our sin. Because we are 
sinners, we cannot experience God’s forgiveness without a sacrifice for 
our sin. In the Old Testament law, substitute sacrifice was at the heart 
of worship. The people had to bring sacrifices to be forgiven because 
“without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb 9:22). 
Every year on the Day of Atonement the high priest would enter the most 
holy place to make a sacrifice for the sins of the people (Lev 16). This 
sacrifice was incomplete, however. God Himself stated, “It is impossible 
for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb 10:4). In order 
for us to experience a once-for-all forgiveness, we needed someone to 
provide us with a once-for-all sacrifice. That is exactly what Jesus did for 
us (Heb 10:5-18)! He became the perfect substitute-sacrifice for our sin.

One of Micah’s contemporaries was a prophet named Isaiah. 
In his book we find examples of both the Suffering Servant and the 
conquering King. In Isaiah 53 we find the picture of the Suffering 
Servant. It continues to amaze me that anyone can read this text and not 
see a prophetic description of the death of Jesus. Notice verses 3-6,12: 

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of suffering who knew 
what sickness was. He was like someone people turned away from; 
He was despised, and we didn’t value Him. Yet He Himself bore our 
sicknesses, and He carried our pains; but we in turn regarded Him 
stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. But He was pierced 
because of our transgressions, crushed because of our iniquities; 
punishment for our peace was on Him, and we are healed by His 
wounds. We all went astray like sheep; we all have turned to our own 
way; and the Lord has punished Him for the iniquity of us all. . . .

Therefore I will give Him the many as a portion, and He will 
receive the mighty as spoil, because He submitted Himself to death, 
and was counted among the rebels; yet He bore the sin of many and 
interceded for the rebels.

This is a picture of the Messiah as Suffering Servant, the One who came 
to pay the penalty for sin by offering His own life as a substitute sacri-
fice. Jesus, God’s Messiah, came the first time to atone for the sins of 
the world. He was raised from the dead to demonstrate that the Father 
had accepted His sacrifice for sin, and He ascended to heaven where 
He makes intercession for us at the right hand of God as our great high 
priest (Heb 7:25; 10:19-23). He is the Savior.
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Then comes the large gap in time. His second coming has yet to occur. 
But when He comes, He will keep all of the promises communicated by 
Micah and the other prophets. Then, and only then, will everything on 
this planet be under the control and leadership of King Jesus. Isaiah 
had more to say about this:

For a child will be born for us, a son will be given to us, and the 
government will be on His shoulders. He will be named Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. The dominion 
will be vast, and its prosperity will never end. He will reign on the 
throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish and sustain it with 
justice and righteousness from now on and forever. The zeal of the 
Lord of Hosts will accomplish this. (Isa 9:6-7)

In these verses we see both “mountain peaks” mentioned at the same 
time. The first peak, the incarnation of Jesus in Bethlehem, is men-
tioned in verse 6, “A child will be born for us, a son will be given to us.” It 
won’t be just any child. The son given will be none other than the Son of 
God. This is the initiation of the ministry of the Suffering Servant. But 
we see the second, more distant peak referenced as well. “He will reign 
on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish and sustain it 
with justice and righteousness from now on and forever. The zeal of the 
Lord of Hosts will accomplish this.” Here, Isaiah references the second 
coming of Jesus, when He will take His rightful place on the throne of 
David as conquering King and reign forever. 

In the early verses of Micah 5, then, we have this very clear picture 
of the first advent of the Messiah. God’s own Son, God the Word, the 
second member of the Trinity, will put on human flesh and be born in 
Bethlehem. We see also a very clear picture about the second advent 
of the Messiah. Jesus will return to unite and reign over Israel as her 
forever, conquering King. The key verse that splits these two advents 
is verse 3, “Therefore, He will abandon them until the time when she 
who is in labor has given birth; then the rest of His brothers will return 
to the people of Israel.” Verse 2 tells us that Messiah will be born in 
Bethlehem during His first advent. Verse 4 reveals that He will return 
in the future to be Israel’s conquering King. In between, as verse 3 
reveals, there will be a season of abandoning that will be a precursor 
to a large revival within the nation. This will prepare the way for the 
return of King Jesus.
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Israel Will Be Cured When Messiah Reigns on Earth
MICAH 5:10-15

As we continue to read in chapter 5, we notice a second truth about the 
work of the Messiah at the Second Coming: Israel will be cured when 
the King appears at the end of the age. Micah began with the words “In 
that day.” What day is that? It’s the day when King Jesus is reigning on 
earth—when all of God’s promises to Israel are being fulfilled (5:7-9). 
He was talking about the second coming of Jesus and His subsequent 
reign on earth. When that event occurs, Israel and the church will be 
united together as the bride of Christ. The perfection of this union will 
cure forever Israel’s rebellion against God’s covenant. In verses 10-15 
Micah identified four ways that this will happen.

Israel Will Be Cured from Its False Sense of Security (5:10-11)

For years Israel and Judah had been trusting in their kings, armies, 
fortified cities, and political alliances. Sadly, they trusted in their own 
military might rather than in God, who had promised through covenant 
to protect them. At Armageddon, Israel will be completely defenseless. 
Only the return of King Jesus will spare the Jewish remnant from anni-
hilation. When Jesus reigns as King on earth, His people will no longer 
need armies to defend them. In fact, they will convert their weapons 
into farming implements (4:3). King Jesus will destroy all of the things 
that tempted Israel to trust in herself. 

Israel Will Be Cured from Its False Sources of Counsel (5:12)

God said, “I will remove sorceries from your hands, and you will not 
have any more fortune-tellers.” Israel and Judah had long since given 
up trusting in the counsel of God’s Word. They were prepared to seek 
advice from the most unlikely of places, including the oracles of false 
gods and the counsel of demons. How ironic that the people who were 
in covenant relationship with the one true God would abandon Him for 
lies. Can you imagine how that made God feel? When King Jesus reigns, 
all such false counsel will be destroyed from the earth.

Israel Will Be Cured from Its False Symbols of Worship (5:13-14)

Micah told the people that a day was coming when God would destroy 
every form of false worship from the earth. Israel and Judah had strug-
gled with idolatry since the final days of King Solomon’s reign. They 



Micah 5:1-15 117

will not face that threat during the reign of King Jesus. Israel will never 
again be tempted to worship anyone but the one true God; all false gods 
will be destroyed from the earth. 

Israel Will Be Saved from Its Enemies (5:15)

God said, “I will take vengeance in anger and wrath against the nations 
that have not obeyed Me.” God is serious about what He will do for 
Israel at the end of the age. Today Israel continues to battle its enemies, 
despite its desire for peaceful coexistence with surrounding nations. 
But when King Jesus returns to earth, every nation on earth will bow 
to His rule, and the people of God will finally enjoy the peace of God.

The people of Israel and Judah had placed their hope in numerous 
things besides God: their government, culture, religion, and national 
identity. Despite the fact that Micah talked in terms of national 
consequences, in reality, those national consequences were a byproduct 
of individual choices. When we read Micah 5, we’re reminded that the 
majority of individual Jews in Israel and Judah had found their personal 
identity in a lifestyle that rejected God’s covenant, commands, and 
counsel. As a result, they did not find their identity in their position as 
God-fearers; they found their identity in their participation with secular 
culture.

Similarly, many of the people found their identity in a lifestyle of 
idolatry. They embraced foreign gods and the fleshly worship rituals 
that accompanied them. Others sold their souls in the pursuit of 
financial gain. They defrauded and stole property from numerous 
victims who did not have the resources to fight them. Still others found 
their significance in their position, whether political or religious. 
They were quick to use those positions of influence to improve their 
own affluence. They took bribes and were quick to bend the truth for 
their own advantage. In short, they found their identities in groups 
and activities that were anti-God. These individual choices led to both 
personal and national judgment.

Conclusion
When we consider the influences on their culture and the significance 
of their choices related to culture, it becomes apparent that we can 
choose to act in the same way in our own lives. Like Israel and Judah, 
we are tempted to worship idols at the expense of the one true God. Of 
course, we wouldn’t call ourselves idolaters, nor would we believe that 
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our activities rise to that level. However, we are just as likely to worship 
idols as they were. When we let people, activities, possessions, hobbies, 
or money compete with our allegiance to God, we are creating an idol 
in our hearts. If we love anything more than God, it’s an idol. And unless 
we tear down that idol ourselves, God will tear it down for us, just like 
He did for Israel and Judah (Exod 20:5).

We’re also prone to letting greed capture our hearts. The business 
people and the political and religious leaders spent much of their time 
scheming about ways to make more money. They were willing to resort 
to outright theft in order to multiply their financial resources. We, too, 
can let greed capture our hearts. We may be tempted to steal from 
an employer. We may be tempted to cheat on our taxes. We may be 
tempted to take advantage of someone financially, just because we’re 
in a position to do so. We may rob God of His tithe because we want to 
spend the money on ourselves. Then not only does the kingdom of God 
suffer from a lack of resources, but also we lose the promise of God’s 
financial favor in our own lives. In all of these ways, greed may become a 
besetting sin. When that happens, pain is sure to follow (1 Tim 6:6-10).

Finally, we may be tempted to seek a position for personal gain 
rather than the well-being of others. Many people want to be politicians 
because of the perks that may accompany the position. They are 
more interested in self-preservation and self-service than loving their 
neighbors. Every decision ultimately hinges on the perceived benefit it 
may afford them. This isn’t limited to politics, however. It can be true in 
the business world too, where promotion leads to perks. Similarly, it can 
happen in the church, when pastors lead in order to benefit from the 
labors of others. This is why elders are to meet the criteria and ethics 
established by the apostles (1 Tim 3:1-7; 1 Pet 5:1-7).

Every one of us must make a decision about where we will find our 
identity—in Christ or culture. We cannot find our identity in both; we 
must choose. Culture says, “Indulge yourself, serve yourself, and save 
yourself.” Jesus says, “Deny [yourself], take up [your] cross daily, and 
follow Me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life because of Me will save it” (Luke 9:23-24). We must choose 
between these two identities. The majority of the people of Israel and 
Judah made the wrong choice, and they experienced God’s discipline in 
their lives. We can avoid that fate, however, when we live in the reality of 
the truth that hope is found in our identity in Christ—not through an 
identity informed by culture.
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Reflect and Discuss

1. Israel has always struggled to accept the concept of Messiah as 
Savior. Scripture reveals that Jesus the Messiah came first as the 
Suffering Servant. Read Isaiah 53 and identify the parallels with the 
crucifixion of Jesus as recorded in Matthew 26–27. 

2. Israel has always accepted the concept of Messiah as conquering 
King. Read Isaiah 9; Matthew 24–25; and Revelation 19 and identify 
the mission of Jesus when He returns to earth at the second coming.

3. Paul describes the gospel as a mystery. Read Ephesians 3. Why did 
God choose to keep the death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah 
a secret?

4. Micah 5:1-9 contains a double-fulfillment prophecy. Read Psalms 
2:7-12; 22; Jeremiah 31:31-34; and Joel 2:28-32. How does the New 
Testament reveal that these are double-fulfillment prophecies? 

5. The Jews struggle to reconcile the crucifixion of Jesus with the 
claim that He is the Messiah. Read Deuteronomy 21:22-23 and 
1 Corinthians 1:18-25. How do these verses add clarity to our under-
standing of Jesus the Messiah as the Suffering Servant?

6. Micah 5:3 refers to a time during which the Jews would be aban-
doned by God because of their unbelief. Read Romans 11. What 
does it reveal about this time of abandonment and when it will 
come to a close?

7. When King Jesus returns, Israel will be cured from their temptation 
to place their faith in false sources of security. Read Psalm 20:7. How 
are you similarly tempted, and what is the cure in your own life? 

8. When King Jesus returns, Israel will be cured from their temptation 
to place their faith in false sources of counsel. Read Proverbs 3:5-6. 
How are we similarly tempted, and what is the cure in our own life?

9. When King Jesus returns, Israel will be cured from their temptation 
to place their faith in false symbols of worship. Read Exodus 32–33. 
How are we similarly tempted, and what is the cure in our own life?

10. Israel continually struggled to find its identity within its relationship 
to God. Often we struggle with the same thing. Read Galatians 2:20. 
What does this verse reveal about our identity as Christians?
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Response to the King 

MICAH 6:1-16

Main Idea: In a courtroom scene, God judges Israel and Judah for their 
sin and calls for justice, mercy, and humility.

I. God Confronts Israel and Judah Because of Their Sin (6:1-5).
II. Israel and Judah Make Their Defense before God (6:6-7).
III. God Answers Israel and Judah (6:8-12).
 A. Act justly.
 B. Love mercy.
 C. Walk humbly with God.
IV. God Declares the Verdict against Israel and Judah (6:13-16).

There are few things more offensive to God than injustice. Injustice is 
a scourge of humanity, the byproduct of our depravity. It affects peo-

ple from every race, culture, and country. The thing that makes injustice 
so heinous is that it always involves the strong taking advantage of the 
weak. Injustice occurs when people in authority use their position to 
benefit themselves or their peers, often leaving people and truth to suf-
fer the consequences.

Micah painted a desperate picture of Israel and Judah in the first 
three chapters of his book. The people had rejected God’s covenant, 
commands, and counsel. Yet they loved to boast that they were Jews, the 
descendants of Abraham, God’s chosen people, the recipients of His law. 
Like many people today, however, the people of Israel and Judah had 
become very proficient at professing what they believed. They had simply 
given up any attempt to practice it. I’m sure many of them went through 
the motions of godly activity, but they were still worshiping idols in pagan 
temples and ignoring God’s truth in their daily lives. Consequently, they 
were living exactly like the pagans around them. Because of this, they 
were facing God’s discipline—discipline that would be more tragic than 
anything they could even imagine. Despite the preaching of prophets 
like Micah, however, they refused to heed God’s warnings.

In chapters 4 and 5 Micah changed both the message and its tone. 
In these chapters he extended to the Jewish people a word of hope. 
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Despite their failings, God wasn’t going to abandon them. In fact, one 
day He was going to send the Messiah, who would be the fulfillment of 
God’s prophecies to Abraham and David. In His role as Savior, all the 
nations of the earth would be blessed. And in His role as King, Israel 
would finally be delivered from her enemies and positioned as the 
greatest nation on earth.

As Micah wrote the material in chapter 6, his message changed once 
again. He returned to the theme of judgment that characterized the 
first three chapters, and he provided God’s rationale for His impending 
discipline on the people. This chapter is the pinnacle of Micah’s book. 
It begins with a courtroom scene. I envision in this scene God the Father 
seated behind the bench as Judge, and God the Son, the preexistent 
Messiah, standing at the prosecutor’s table. The nations of Israel and 
Judah are seated at the defendant’s table. The trial is set to begin, and 
God begins to bring His case against Israel and Judah. God will make 
His claims against His people and allow them to make a defense for 
their actions. As we read Micah 6, we will be challenged in our own lives 
as well. If we were the ones on the witness stand, and God was asking 
questions about our lives, what would our responses be? 

God Confronts Israel and Judah Because of Their Sin
MICAH 6:1-5

Micah 6 begins with legal language in the first two verses. God 
said, “I have an indictment against you because of your actions. The 
mountains are here to be My witnesses. They were present when we 
made our covenant at Sinai, so they are here at My invitation.” 

Then came the statement of the indictment in verses 3-5. When we 
read these verses, we can hear the pathos in God’s voice as He spoke to 
His people. “What have I ever done for you except bless you? Why do I 
deserve to be treated this way? Why would you abandon our relationship 
to choose the company of pagan people and their gods?” 

God began His questioning by mentioning just a few of the many 
ways He had upheld His part of their covenant relationship. He 
mentioned the most significant event in their history—the exodus 
from Egypt. He worked wonders in Egypt to make His name great. He 
redeemed His people and brought them out of Egypt, rescuing them at 
the Red Sea and establishing His law and covenant with them at Sinai. 
He provided them with leaders to guide them to the promised land: 
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Moses, the shepherd, who was used by God to reveal the law to His 
people; Aaron, the high priest, who was used by God to teach them the 
principles of a worship system built on substitute sacrifice; Miriam, the 
songstress, who was used by God to write worship songs for Israel. Yet 
they had rejected Him.

Then God mentioned the prophet Balaam. Balaam was hired by 
Balak, king of Moab, and tasked with cursing the nation of Israel. But 
God intercepted him on his journey and demanded that he bless Israel 
instead. Despite the people’s rebellion at Kadesh-barnea, God provided 
for all of their needs during the desert years. He provided them with 
food and water, and He never let their clothes or sandals wear out. Next, 
He raised up Joshua to lead them on the conquest of the promised land. 
Why did God do all of these things? So the people would “acknowledge 
the Lord’s righteous acts” (v. 5), and in doing so, embrace covenant 
loyalty and obedience.

Israel and Judah Make Their Defense before God
MICAH 6:6-7

Next, it’s the defendant’s turn to speak. But in typical human fashion, 
Israel and Judah refused to answer God’s question! Instead, they asked 
their own question in response. Of course, we understand why they 
wouldn’t answer the question: because to do so would be self-incriminat-
ing. The correct answer to God’s question is simple: “God, You’ve never 
done anything to us but bless us.” The people knew that if they answered 
that question honestly, however, they would have to admit their guilt. So 
instead, they asked their own question of God in verses 6-7. Here’s my 
interpretation of their question: “What will make You happy? I mean 
really, God. What’s it going to take to get You off our backs already? Just 
tell us what we need to do and we’ll do it!” Isn’t that a great response? 

But it gets worse. The people simply recite a list of religious activities 
that might get them out from under God’s “wearying” demands. Their 
response went something like this: “So, God, would You be happy if we 
brought more sacrifices to the temple? How about a year-old calf, would 
that be good enough for You? Better yet, what if we brought thousands 
of rams, would that satisfy You? Would that get You off our backs? Hey, 
we know! Would it really please You if we sacrificed our firstborn sons 
to You? Would that be enough to buy our forgiveness? Would You leave 
us alone if we did that?” These questions just drip with arrogance and 
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pride. The people thought they were being really clever here because 
there’s a clear ascension of value in the list. They began with something 
relatively inexpensive, a calf, and they ended with what they valued 
most, their children. 

God Answers Israel and Judah
MICAH 6:8-12

Then we read verse 8. This is one of the most significant and profound 
verses in the entire Bible. Here God condensed the spirit of the entire 
Old Testament law down to three simple principles. God challenged 
the people to abandon all of their religious activity and engage Him 
with their hearts. God wanted a relationship with Israel and Judah, just 
as He wants a relationship with us, and a relationship with God is always 
obtained on the basis of faith. Israel had entered the covenant with God 
by faith; they had embraced the law by faith; they had offered sacrifices 
by faith. The law, with its sacrificial system, had never been about works; 
it was always about faith. The same is true for us. We cannot obtain a 
relationship with God on the basis of works. We can list our own spiri-
tual achievements, but those things cannot get us to heaven. Only faith 
in the resurrected Christ will lead to forgiveness, salvation, and a forever 
relationship with God. Salvation is always on the basis of faith. 

Once we have entered into a faith relationship with God, however, 
He calls us to walk with Him through obedience. This was God’s goal for 
Israel and Judah, too. He expected them to embrace covenant loyalty 
and obedience. James would affirm this truth in the New Testament: 
“Faith, if it doesn’t have works, is dead” (Jas 2:17). We can think about 
it in these terms: A relationship with God begins by faith, but it grows 
through obedience. 

God responded to the people’s question with a simple statement: 
“Act justly, love faithfulness, and walk humbly” with God. He didn’t 
give them this answer to provide a checklist, however. These weren’t 
additional “to do” items the people could add to their religious activities 
list. This wasn’t a quick fix to avoid God’s impending judgment. 

Micah 6:8 was God saying to His people, “I’m not looking for people 
who simply practice religious activities; I want people who profess 
authentic faith in Me. I don’t want people who play at religion, I want 
people who love Me, and because they love Me, they want to be like Me. 
Because then their lives, families, and nation will reflect Me to the world.” 
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Act Justly

When we look at this amazing verse, we notice three distinct commands. 
First, God told them to “act justly.” This command made sense because 
the people had abandoned justice in so many ways, both personally and 
nationally. It is also the concept at the core of the trial scene that we 
observe in chapter 6. It’s the Hebrew word mishpat, and it occurs more 
than 400 times in the Old Testament. It is a concept based in God’s 
character. God is just, so He wants His people to be just. It can be used 
in both civil and religious contexts. At the personal level, it gets to the 
heart of one’s ethics. As Micah 2 clearly demonstrates, the majority of 
the people of Israel and Judah had rejected God’s command to act justly 
in their dealings with others. When we read this verse, we too affirm 
the concept of justice. We want to live in a just world, and we want to 
be the recipients of justice from others. Yet that isn’t what God is saying 
here. If you are a follower of Jesus Christ, you’ve already been the recipi-
ent of God’s justice, which was satisfied by the substitutionary, atoning 
death of Jesus. You have been declared not guilty for your sin, and you 
have received the imputation of the righteousness of Christ. In an unjust 
world, God commands us to be dispensers of justice to those around us. 

When we think of the concept of justice, we should keep three other 
ideas in mind: integrity, honesty, and concern for the weak. These are 
the heart of justice. Integrity, at its core, is the consistent application of 
one’s moral code. For believers, this moral code is God’s truth contained 
in the Bible. Honesty, or the commitment to truth, is a manifestation of 
integrity. People of integrity embrace truth consistently, especially God’s 
truth. When people embrace God’s truth, they accept God’s commands 
to show justice to the weak, the disenfranchised, and people who cannot 
pursue justice on their own. This is how to “act justly” for the glory of God. 
If we are not passionate about the things God is passionate about, then all 
of our “religious activity” means nothing. Does this mean that we’ll never 
struggle to model God’s justice? Of course not. But it does mean that we 
must strive every day to treat people justly for the glory of God.

Love Faithfulness

Second, God told His people to “love faithfulness.” In many translations 
the latter word is translated “mercy.” This command made sense also 
because the people had abandoned a willingness to show mercy in their 
personal lives and in their nation. It’s the Hebrew word chesed. This is 
another significant Old Testament word. It appears nearly 250 times in 
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Scripture. When God’s role in the covenant with Israel is referenced in 
the Old Testament, the word chesed is often used to describe it. It’s chal-
lenging to translate into English, but the best definition is “loyal love 
that contains mercy.” This, too, is a character trait of God. God’s love 
is revealed through His unwavering willingness to show mercy to sinful 
people. God’s love was demonstrated through the substitute sacrifices 
at the center of Israel’s worship, even as God’s love was demonstrated 
through the substitute sacrifice of His Son, Jesus, on the cross (Rom   
5:8). The resulting forgiveness is an expression of God’s loving, merciful 
kindness toward His people. 

When we think about this word in its personal application, it 
means “to show kindness to others willingly.” When we think about 
this definition, three other similar terms come to mind: love, grace, and 
forgiveness. We can know that we love faithfulness when we begin to view 
the world the way God does. It allows us to see that the people around us 
need Jesus and that we have the unique privilege to minister and live the 
gospel before them in such a way that they will come to know Jesus as 
Savior. That can happen as we show authentic love, practice grace, and 
extend forgiveness when we are wronged—all of the things that God 
did for us when He saved us and that He continues to do for us daily. 
Consider how rare it is to find someone who cares enough about others 
to be inconvenienced, to meet a need, or to be available to provide help 
in a time of difficulty. Often people in our culture are so involved in 
self-preservation and self-service that they never even notice the needs 
of the people around them. When we embrace the command to love 
faithfulness, suddenly the people around us matter, and we will look for 
opportunities to invest in their lives. 

As we continue to observe the courtroom drama in chapter 6, 
God chastises Israel and Judah again for their failure to act justly and 
love faithfulness (vv. 9-12). God put into evidence the people’s lifestyle 
choices. Their houses were full of the “treasures of wickedness,” because 
they stole from countrymen and strangers alike. Business people 
padded their bank accounts by using “short measures” and “wicked 
scales” to take advantage of unsuspecting customers. God described the 
rich people as being “full of violence.” As 2:1 noted, they devised wicked 
plans, and then they accomplished them. They stole the inheritance 
of the poor and then lied about it. And they practiced deceit at every 
opportunity. We read this and can’t help but wonder whether Micah 
was talking about his era or our own. Our cultures may be different, but 
the condition of our hearts is exactly the same. What God was telling 
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His people was this: “I don’t want My kids to look like this—I want them 
to look like Me! I want them to act justly and love faithfulness by loving 
their neighbors, not looting them. I want business people who are 
honest and value the hard work and resources of others. I want wealthy 
people who look to care for the poor, not victimize them. I want citizens 
who are honest and confess their own hurt. I want politicians who will 
serve others, not line their own pockets with bribes. I want My people to 
love mercy because I do and to show mercy toward others because that’s 
what I’ve shown toward them.” If we want these traits to become a part 
of our own lives, however, we must understand the final command God 
gave His people. 

Walk Humbly with God

Third, God told them to “walk humbly” with Him. This command spoke 
to the heart motive of the people. The word translated “humbly” in this 
text is an interesting word, and it is used only here in the entire Old 
Testament. It’s the Hebrew word tsana. Like chesed, it’s challenging to 
translate into English. The best definition of this word is “lowly.” We 
hear the word lowly, and we immediately have a negative response. We 
think of someone who is weak, unsuccessful, or insignificant. In reality, 
it’s a word that describes authentic humility.

When we think about this word in its personal application, we 
understand that it is the opposite of sinful, selfish pride. Humility is 
the character trait that will motivate people to obey God and be loyal 
to Him. When we think about walking humbly with God, two words 
come to mind: faith and obedience. We must accept this simple truth: 
We will never act justly or love faithfulness if we’re not walking humbly 
with God. Pride says, “Life is about me, and the people around me are 
simply there to make my life better.” The people of Israel and Judah had 
become filled with pride, and as a result they had reduced their covenant 
relationship with God to a spiritual “to do” list, which frankly they would 
just as soon have done without. That is the picture of arrogance.

Humility, however, says this: “I believe God, and so I obey God.” 
That’s what it means to walk humbly with God. Jesus, who is God in 
human form, modeled humility for us when He came to earth. He 
humbled Himself to the will of His Father by becoming obedient to 
the point of death—even death on a cross (Phil 2:5-11). He brought 
Himself under the authority of God the Father in order to provide a 
substitute sacrifice that would produce a perfect atonement for our sin. 



Micah 6:1-16 127

Consequently, He calls us to do the same—to come under the authority 
of God our Father, to live for His glory, and to have a heart that reflects 
His Father’s heart. The person with a humble heart will act justly and 
love faithfulness. For this to happen, however, we must believe and 
obey God.

The people of Israel and Judah did not believe God’s truth, and 
so they refused to obey it. They embraced false gods, false prophets, 
and false ethics. We are capable of the same poor choices. I’ve become 
convinced that every time we willfully choose to disobey God, what 
we have really said is, “We don’t believe God.” If we’re dishonest, it’s 
because we don’t believe what God said about honesty: that truth is the 
best option for us. If we become angry with someone or something, it’s 
because we do not believe what God said about unrighteous anger: that 
it is a sin and should be shunned. If we lace our speech with profanity, 
it’s because we don’t believe that unwholesome communication is a 
wickedness that God wants to drive out of our hearts. If we don’t use 
our spiritual gifts for kingdom mission, it’s because we don’t believe 
that God gave us gifts or wants us to use them for His glory. If we don’t 
share the gospel with our unregenerate friends, it’s because we don’t 
believe that God gave the Great Commission to us. If we don’t give our 
tithes to God’s church, it’s because we don’t believe that God has any 
claim on our finances. In every one of these examples, and a hundred 
others like them, the root of our sin is a proud heart—one that refuses 
to believe and obey God. Sin is always a result of a lack of faith in some 
area of our lives. 

As you can see, we will never humble ourselves before God until 
we believe that He “resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble” 
(Jas 4:6) and that we fulfill our life’s purpose best when we live under 
the lordship of Christ. When we are walking with this mind-set, justice 
and faithfulness will matter to us. The people in Israel and Judah totally 
rejected this truth, however, so justice, faithfulness, and humility were 
foreign concepts to them. 

God Declares the Verdict against Israel and Judah
MICAH 6:13-16

As Micah 6 draws to a close, it’s time for the Judge’s ruling. All the evi-
dence has been shared, and the defense has been mounted. God doesn’t 
call on the mountains to serve as the jury, however. Instead, He makes a 
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simple, summary judgment: “Guilty!” Then, in the hushed courtroom, 
He pronounces the sentence in verses 13-16. The people thought their 
sin would bring them a profit, but God would devour their ill-gotten 
gains. Food would not satisfy them. They might acquire wealth through 
dishonest means, but they would not be able to preserve it. They would 
grow much produce, but others would eat it. The people of Israel and 
Judah had embraced the sins of Ahab (1 Kgs 16:29-34), and now they 
would pay for their foolish choices. They would go into captivity as they 
suffered the harsh judgment of God. God ordained the rod (v. 9), and 
He was about to strike them severely. Why? Because while they were all 
too willing to profess their faith, they just didn’t want to practice it.

Why does this matter to us today? It matters because the greatest 
hindrance to the gospel is the life of the person who professes to 
be a Christian but doesn’t live a life that reflects Christ. It gives the 
unregenerate the right to question the authenticity of both our faith 
and the gospel. Why? There’s no justice or mercy on display. This is the 
challenge of Micah 6. God wants more from us than occasional religious 
performance. A real relationship requires more. He wants our hearts to 
beat with His heartbeat. When we sin, He wants us to own it, confess it, 
and continue our pursuit of Him. He wants us to live for His glory in 
our personal lives, marriage, parenting, jobs, hobbies, and community. 
God wants our hearts to be filled with justice, faithfulness, and humility 
because He’s never been about religious performance, He’s always been 
about our hearts (1 Sam 15:22).

Micah 6 is an amazing chapter, and verse 8 is an amazing verse! 
But let’s be honest—it hurts. It’s hard on us because it challenges our 
motives. It forces us to answer the question, “Why do we do what we do 
for God?” Do we follow Him half-heartedly just to try to win His favor or 
get into heaven? Do we perform religious activities with a prideful, sin-
filled heart? Would we rather God just let us live how we want without 
any commands or constraints? 

These were the attitudes that dominated the people of Israel and 
Judah during Micah’s ministry. Despite their idolatry and rejection of God’s 
covenant, they were placing their hope in the fact that they maintained 
some level of religious activity as God’s people. They were convinced that 
Micah was wrong about his message of judgment. Time would prove the 
truthfulness of his message, however. We have the same choices to make 
today. We can live like modern-day Pharisees, or we can live with a heart 
that acts justly, loves faithfulness, and walks humbly with God. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. Read the following verses and determine how they relate to demon-

strating justice: Deuteronomy 19:14,15-21; 23:19,21-23,24-25. Why 
did God establish these laws, and how do they demonstrate justice 
on the part of those who obey them?

2. Read the following verses and determine how they relate to dem-
onstrating mercy: Deuteronomy 22:1-4,6-7,8,10; 23:15-16; 24:6-7; 
24:10-13,14-15. Why did God establish these laws, and how do they 
demonstrate mercy on the part of those who obey them?

3. Read these verses and contemplate the importance that God places 
on humility: Proverbs 3:34; 16:19; 29:23; James 4:6; 1 Peter 5:5-10. 

4. Jesus modeled humility, even though He was God in human form. 
Read Philippians 2:5-11. What can we learn from His example?

5. Micah 6:8 is not a plan for achieving salvation through works. 
Rather, it is the evidence that real forgiveness and faith are at work 
in an individual. James had much to say about this. Read James 2:14-
18. What does the presence or absence of works potentially reveal 
about the authenticity of one’s faith?

6. In Jesus’ day the Pharisees were intentional about keeping the law, 
but they had missed the point of Micah. Read Matthew 23:23. What 
does it reveal about the importance of authentic faith modeled 
through works?

7. Is it possible to profess the principles of justice, mercy, and humility 
while practicing something totally different? How can we be guilty 
of this?

8. When the people of Israel and Judah were confronted with their 
sin, they immediately changed the subject. Why is it so difficult at 
times to receive the rebuke and instruction of Scripture in our lives?

9. Israel and Judah failed to understand the difference between doing 
“religious” things and being in an authentic relationship with God. 
God is far more interested in the condition of our hearts than our 
religious activity. Why must the condition of our hearts be most 
important to us, and how does it affect our works?

10. Scripture is filled with examples of people who in humility acted 
justly and loved faithfulness. Who are they and what did they accom-
plish for God as a result?
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Return of the King

MICAH 7:1-20

Main Idea: Micah provides hope by promising that the world will be 
restored to its created perfection when the Messiah, King Jesus, returns.

I.  The Return of King Jesus Will Be Preceded by Global Apostasy 
(7:1-7).

 A. There will be a global epidemic of wickedness (7:1-4).
 B. There will be a global epidemic of rebellion (7:5-6).
 C. There will be a global epidemic of persecution.
II.  The Return of King Jesus Will Restore Israel to Her Promised 

Glory (7:8-17).
 A. Jerusalem will be rebuilt (7:11a).
 B.  Israel’s territory will encompass all of the land promised to 

Abraham (7:11b).
 C. King Jesus will reign on earth in Jerusalem (7:12-17).
III.  The Return of King Jesus Will Be Anticipated by a Righteous 

Remnant (7:18-20).
 A. God will forgive the sins of His people (7:18).
 B. God will save His people from their sins (7:19).
 C. God will position His people beyond the reach of sin (7:20).
IV. The Return of King Jesus Gives Us Hope for Today (7:7).
 A. Hope results from keeping our eyes on the Lord.
 B. Hope results from trusting in God’s promise of provision.
 C. Hope results from knowing that God hears our prayers.

A ll of us long for peace and hope in this troubled world. Instead, we 
find ourselves facing increasingly difficult days. Our entire lives 

have been changed and affected by the threat and consequences of ter-
rorism. Exploding planes, suicide bombers, dirty bombs, and terror of 
every kind are increasing threats to our lives. Plagues of biblical propor-
tion, which once seemed impossible in our technologically advanced 
world, now threaten to overrun our scientific resources. Crime, fueled 
by greed, guns, drugs, and gangs, is overwhelming our legal system and 
our sense of human decency. Gone are the days when soldiers with 
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swords and guns fought wars on battlefields; now drones wage wars 
remotely with weapons capable of destroying the earth itself. And the 
promise that technology would eradicate poverty now rings as hollow 
as the promise that money cures all ills. These are discouraging days on 
the earth.

This is why I love the book of Micah; it provides the promise of 
hope in a chaotic world. Chapter 7 continues that message. Here Micah 
reminds us that the world as it is does not represent the world as it will 
one day be. One day our Messiah, King Jesus, will return, and all will be 
as God intended it to be before sin marred His perfect creation. Micah 
concludes his book with several important truths.

The Return of King Jesus Will Be Preceded  
by Global Apostasy

MICAH 7:1-7

Micah began this section with these words: “How sad for me!” He wasn’t 
talking about the people here; he was talking about himself. Keep in 
mind that prophets like Micah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and others spoke 
God’s truth to generations of people who had no interest in their mes-
sage. Despite their best efforts to call the people back to an authentic 
covenant relationship with God, they had little success. For a prophet, 
there is no worse feeling. 

Micah continued to lament the coming judgment of God. He 
said that his heart felt empty like the fields after harvest. He wanted 
to enjoy the luscious fruit of summer, but nothing was left but tired 
vines. His spirit was discouraged by the lack of any spiritual vitality 
among his people. Then he made this sad and tragic statement: “Godly 
people have vanished from the land; there is no one upright among 
the people” (v. 2a). It is reminiscent of Elijah’s conversation with God, 
when he suggested that he was the only man in Israel who hadn’t 
bowed to worship Baal (1 Kgs 19:10-18). God reminded Elijah that he 
wasn’t alone, and I’m sure Micah wasn’t alone either—it just felt that 
way. Then, Micah explained the reason for his feelings: “All of them 
wait in ambush to shed blood” (v. 2b). In other words, the vast majority 
of people were totally self-absorbed, pursuing their own agendas, no 
matter how corrupt they had to become to do it. Then, suddenly, out 
of his hopelessness came a word of hope. Despite all of the heartache 
around him, a day of joy was coming. He wrote, “He will bring me into 
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the light; I will see His salvation” (v. 9). Micah knew that one day he 
would see the promises of God fulfilled for his people and himself. 

There Will Be a Global Epidemic of Wickedness (7:1-4)

Micah described several things that led to this tragic moment in Israel 
and Judah. They are the very things that will lead to the moment of judg-
ment when King Jesus returns to earth to establish His kingdom at the 
end of the tribulation. First, Micah noted the rise of wickedness. There 
were princes, priests, rulers, and judges who showed favor only to those 
who lined their pockets with bribes or payoffs. The rich alone flour-
ished because they had the ability to manipulate circumstances to their 
own benefit. They bore the most responsibility before God because they 
were tasked with leading the people toward righteousness. Yet the com-
mon people were not immune from these sins either. As they had been 
led, so they lived. They, too, were responsible for their sinful choices.

There Will Be a Global Epidemic of Rebellion (7:5-6)

Second, he noted a rise in rebellion. There were neighbors warring 
against each other, friends at odds with each other, and family members 
who could not be trusted. Sons mocked their fathers while daughters 
stood in opposition to their mothers. A spirit of rebellion defined both 
nations. 

There Will Be a Global Epidemic of Persecution

Third, he noted a rise in the persecution of the righteous. The righ-
teous live in a fallen world, and they often suffer because of the sinful 
choices of others. The righteous who lived in Micah’s day would suffer 
the same fate. When we consider all of the poor choices made by the 
people of Israel and Judah, it is easy to understand how Micah might 
have wondered whether the godly had really “vanished from the land.” 
In spite of this, he told the righteous remnant not to lose hope in the 
face of darkness.

The Return of King Jesus Will Restore Israel  
to Her Promised Glory 

MICAH 7:8-17

It is because of this hope-inspiring truth that Micah could encourage 
such hope. In 7:8-10 Micah admitted he was in a time of trouble and 
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darkness. He understood that the sins of his people were the source of 
God’s impending judgment, but he was facing that sad truth with hope. 
He had confidence that God would bring him into the light; he would 
see God’s salvation. Clearly he was talking about a future event—the 
return of King Jesus to restore Israel to its promised glory. 

Jerusalem Will Be Rebuilt (11a)

In verses 11-17 Micah provided some important information for us 
about the millennial reign of King Jesus. First, Jerusalem will be rebuilt. 
During the tribulation, great harm will come to the city of Jerusalem. 
When Jesus reigns, the great city of God will be rebuilt into a place of 
matchless beauty. It will be the seat of global power; and the remaining 
nations, whose lands have been destroyed as a result of global sin, will 
come to Jerusalem for aid and guidance. 

Israel’s Territory Will Encompass All of the Land Promised to 
Abraham (11b)

Second, Israel’s territory will be expanded to include all of the territo-
ries promised to Abraham (Gen 15:18). At long last, the covenant will 
be fulfilled.

King Jesus Will Reign on Earth in Jerusalem (12-17)

Third, King Jesus will reign on earth. During this time, the entire world 
will live under His sovereign power and glory. He will lead His people 
like a loving shepherd, providing for their needs with the best of every-
thing He has to offer. His people will experience peace and favor in 
abundance. And they will witness and enjoy the miraculous works of 
God on their behalf. Having endured suffering at the hands of evildo-
ers, the people of God will enjoy a forever rest under the loving reign 
of King Jesus. However, He will be a different kind of leader for the 
unregenerate who survive the tribulation. They will still bear the mark 
of the beast, and their hearts will still embrace an absolute rebellion 
against the conquering Messiah, King Jesus. Like Gollum, the tortured 
hobbit in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, the people have been possessed by 
the spirit and mark of the antichrist, and they are doomed. They will 
rebel against King Jesus and will only bow before Him by force (vv. 16-
17). These He will rule with a rod of iron (Ps 2).

God has placed within every human heart the desire for the ultimate 
beauty, rest, and peace that King Jesus will provide on His return. 
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However, only those who possess a personal relationship with King Jesus 
will ever experience it in the way that God promises. Israel will be the 
crown jewel of the earth during His millennial reign, and the saints of 
all the ages will experience and enjoy this age of unrivaled peace.

The Return of King Jesus Will Be Anticipated  
by a Righteous Remnant

MICAH 7:18-20

But that is still to come. In the meantime we wait for King Jesus. Micah 
ended his book with this truth: The return of King Jesus will be antic-
ipated by a righteous remnant. The prayer of the New Testament is, 
“Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20). Authentic believers, struggling 
through the final days of the tribulation, will long for His return. 

God Will Forgive the Sins of His People (7:18)

The concluding verses of Micah are amazing! Micah shared some won-
derful truths about God’s continued faithfulness to His children. First, 
God will forgive their sins. In spite of all of their sin, wickedness, and 
rebellion, God was still extending His offer of mercy. He offered this 
forgiveness to “the remnant of His inheritance.” He was providing for-
giveness to all those in Israel and Judah who were pursuing a covenant 
relationship with Him based on loyalty and obedience. He was still bless-
ing those who loved God and neighbor. 

God Will Save His People from Their Sins (7:19)

Second, God will save them from their sin. This isn’t a carte blanche, 
universal forgiveness extended to people who reject God and His ways 
while choosing a lifestyle of rebellion against Him. This forgiveness 
and salvation are for those who receive them by faith. We, too, receive 
God’s mercy and forgiveness by grace on the basis of faith in God’s 
Son, King Jesus. He is the One who died on the cross to pay the penalty 
for our sins and was raised to life to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
His substitutionary sacrifice for us. He is the One who has made our 
reconciliation with God the Father possible, allowing us to be forgiven, 
sealed, and adopted into God’s forever family. All who place their faith 
in Jesus receive God’s pardon. He vanquishes our sins and casts them 
into the depths of the sea. Remember, God doesn’t look past our sin or 
over our sin; He blots our sins out. God has justified us, and this means 
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He sees us just as if we had never sinned and just as if we had always 
obeyed perfectly—this is real, life-changing hope! We are fully forgiven 
by God, and our relationship with Him is fully secured by His eternal 
power and promise. 

God Will Position His People Beyond the Reach of Sin (7:20)

Third, God will position His people beyond the reach of sin. In the final 
verse of this book, Micah ended with the most amazing promise: “You 
will show loyalty to Jacob and faithful love to Abraham, as You swore to 
our fathers from days long ago.” Micah found hope in God’s promise 
of eternal relationship. He knew that a day was coming when God’s cov-
enant loyalty to His people from all the ages, both Jew and Gentile alike, 
would be fully realized. In that day His people would be completely 
delivered from the grip of sin. 

The Return of King Jesus Gives Us Hope for Today
MICAH 7:7

We live in the reality of that promise too. As followers of King Jesus, we 
are among the families that God promised to bless through Abraham. 
Yet we struggle with many of the same challenges that faced the people 
of Israel and Judah. As we strive to be a people who do justice, love faith-
fulness, and walk humbly with God, we still carry the residual effects of 
our old nature (Rom 7:7-25). There will be days when we will face temp-
tations, and the pull of this world will be strong in our lives. What will we 
do if we succumb in that moment? We will hear God say, “I want you to 
come back, confess your sin, experience My forgiveness, and continue 
to pursue Me with your life.” This is the restoration process that Micah 
was referencing. It begins in this life, and it will be fully realized in the 
presence of God in the next. God forgives, saves, and restores people 
to fellowship with Himself, and that is the source of our hope. There 
is nothing we can do that will take us outside the reach of God’s grace. 

Hope Results from Keeping Our Eyes on the Lord

There’s one final word of hope that Micah provided for us in this chap-
ter. We find it in verse 7: “But I will look to the Lord; I will wait for the 
God of my salvation. My God will hear me.” What do we do between 
the here and the hereafter? That is the pressing question. What does it 
mean to follow King Jesus in a world increasingly hostile to Christianity? 
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We begin by keeping our eyes on the Lord. That’s the remedy for every 
temptation. That’s the solution to the problem of our strong attraction 
to the world and its false promises of hope. It’s the means whereby we 
embrace hope. If we look at our circumstances, we’ll be tempted to 
doubt. Like Micah, we may begin to wonder whether we’re the last gen-
eration that will pledge allegiance to King Jesus. Micah said in effect, 
“Everything around me may be spinning out of control, but I will keep 
my eyes on the Lord. I’m going to follow Him no matter what.” 

Hope Results from Trusting in God’s Promise of Provision

Then, we trust in the promised provision of God in our lives. Micah said, 
“I will wait for the God of my salvation.” He knew that God had a plan, 
and He was going to accomplish that plan regardless of the obstacles 
that appeared to be in His way. We must live with that same confidence 
in the Lord. God is at work in us and around us, and we can have hope 
that His purposes for our lives will be fulfilled. 

Hope Results from Knowing That God Hears Our Prayers

Finally, we must remember that we have this hope because we know that 
“My God will hear me.” He hears and answers our prayers as He works 
out His will in our lives. Unlike the people of Israel and Judah, who 
placed their hope in all of the wrong places, our hope must be placed 
in God. King Jesus will return! In the meantime, there is nothing better 
than living with the confident expectation that God will fulfill His prom-
ises to us as we follow after Him, both in this life and in the life to come!

Reflect and Discuss
1. Micah wasn’t the only person in Israel who felt lonely as one of 

God’s covenant servants. Read 1 Kings 18–19. What similarities do 
you see between Elijah and Micah?

2. When you read Micah 7:2b-6, what similarities do you see between 
Micah’s day and our own?

3. Apostasy means to abandon or renounce one’s religious beliefs. 
When the term is used in the Bible, it refers to those who have 
“fallen away” from their faith through apathy or “abandoned” their 
faith through rebellion. In Scripture, apostasy is always a sign of 
an unbeliever. Genuine Christ-followers practice perseverance in 
the face of adversity or persecution. While they may wrestle with 
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issues of faith at times, they do not fall away from the faith. What are 
some ways you can guard against the influence of apostasy in your 
own life? Review the following Scripture passages for some ideas: 
2 Timothy 3:12-17; Hebrews 3:13-19; Acts 20:28-31; Hebrews 10:23-
25; Ephesians 6:10-18.

4. Micah and Isaiah were contemporaries. Read Micah 7:8-10 and 
Isaiah 6. What can we learn about confession from these two texts? 

5. In the New Testament we learn that confession is essential both for 
salvation and for daily cleansing. Read Micah 7:18-19; Ephesians 
1:7-10; Colossians 2:13-15;1 John 1:9. What do we learn from these 
texts about the scope and purpose of God’s forgiveness in our lives?

6. Micah understood that some of God’s promises come after the long 
passing of time (7:7). As a result, he was prepared to wait for the 
answers to his prayers. God does not always respond to our prayers 
in the way or time frame we desire. Sometimes He is silent for an 
extended period of time. This can cause anxiety and uncertainty 
in our lives. However, we should not give in to these emotions. A 
Christ-follower is someone who understands that God is sovereign 
over all of life. These times of extended silence may cause us to 
become spiritually unfocused or make some poor life choices. Read 
Psalm 27. How does God want us to respond when we are waiting 
for Him to answer our prayers?

7. Before we placed our faith in Christ, we were sinners living in a sin-
ful world. But when we placed our faith in Christ, we were redeemed 
to make a difference for God in our communities and around the 
world. How does our role change in the world as a result of becom-
ing Christ-followers? Read John 15. What does this text reveal about 
our purpose as Christ-followers?

8. Micah wrote a book of hope in times of great spiritual despair. How 
do God’s promises provide us with strength to remain faithful in 
our own lives?

9. Read Revelation 19–22. Spend time rejoicing in the promise of the 
return of King Jesus.
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Introduction to the Prophet Nahum

NAHUM 1:1

Main Idea: At a critical time, Nahum brought a prophetic word from 
God against Nineveh to encourage Judah to trust in God alone.

I. Prophetic Ministry during a Perilous Period
II. Prophetic Preaching Poetically Proclaimed
 A. The nature of the prophetic message
 B. The name of the prophetic messenger

Prophetic Ministry during a Perilous Period

Nahum’s prophetic ministry took place during the mid-seventh cen-
tury BC. Internal references in Nahum’s prophecy indicate that he 

was active between the years 663 and 612 BC. In 663 the great Egyptian 
city of Thebes fell to the Assyrians, and in 612 Nineveh, the capital city 
of the Assyrians, was conquered by the Babylonians. So we are able to 
narrow down the span of time when Nahum issued his oracles from the 
latter years of the reign of Manasseh, king of Judah, through the reign 
of Josiah, king of Judah.

The ancient city of Nineveh was located on the bank of the Tigris 
River in northeastern Mesopotamia in the area of what is today mod-
ern Mosul, Iraq.14 Genesis 10:8-12 attributes the founding of Nineveh 
to Nimrod, the great warrior-hunter. Nineveh had apparently become a 
great city even in remote antiquity, for by the time of Jonah it is reported 
to have had a population of 120,000 inhabitants (Jonah 4:11). Nineveh 
is well known as one of the capital cities of the Assyrian Empire during 
its period of domination of the ancient Near East from about 900 to 
612 BC. At its height the city possessed a massive wall that surrounded 
it, large palace complexes, and a number of world-class amenities, such 
as parks, gardens, and the like (Brand and England, Holman Illustrated, 
1192–93; Kaiser and Garrett, NIV, 1497).

14 In 2014 Mosul was occupied by the terrorist organization known as “Islamic State” 
aka “ISIS” or “ISIL.” It is interesting how this ancient city is at the forefront of twenty-first-
century AD geopolitical and global affairs. 
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This historical period is characterized by political transition and 
instability. The long reign of Manasseh was nearing its end, and the Neo-
Assyrian Empire was showing signs of serious weakness (2 Chr 33:10-
20). After the death of King Hezekiah of Judah about 697 BC, his son 
Manasseh succeeded him and ruled Judah from 697 to 642 BC (2 Kgs 
21:1-18; 2 Chr 33:1-20). Manasseh was a counter reformer who system-
atically sought to undo the reforms of his father Hezekiah (McCarter, 
Divided Monarchy, 184). Unlike his father, Manasseh was not faithful to 
the Word of the Lord. Second Kings 21:2 says, “He did what was evil in 
the Lord’s sight, imitating the detestable practices of the nations that 
the Lord had dispossessed before the Israelites.”

Manasseh was vassal to three Assyrian kings: Sennacherib (704–681 
BC), Esarhaddon (681–669 BC), and Ashurbanipal (669–627 BC). After 
the death of Sennacherib, Esarhaddon attempted to expand Assyrian 
control over Egypt; but this was a costly miscalculation because it badly 
overextended the Assyrian military forces and drained resources away 
from a more important threat to the east of its empire. Ashurbanipal 
managed to undo some of the problems caused by his predecessor’s 
policies, but the situation would continue to plague the Assyrian king 
(Garcia-Treto, “The Book of Nahum,” 439). These problems would 
prove to be the beginning of the end of Assyrian domination. Babylonia 
would eventually become the superior aggressor who would take down 
the Neo-Assyrian Empire by sacking Nineveh in 612 BC and finally 
eliminating Assyria in 609 BC. The entire prophecy of Nahum addressed 
the fall of the empire and its capital city of Nineveh.

Meanwhile, Manasseh was succeeded by his son Amon, who was 
assassinated after two years on the throne (2 Kgs 21:19-24; 2 Chr 33:24-
25). Amon’s eight-year-old son Josiah was placed on the throne by “the 
common people” (2 Kgs 21:24; 2 Chr 33:25). Josiah would reverse the 
religious policies of his father Amon and grandfather Manasseh and 
return to the faithfulness of his great-grandfather Hezekiah and his 
ancestor King David. Second Kings 22:2 says, “He did what was right in 
the Lord’s sight and walked in all the ways of his ancestor David; he did 
not turn to the right or the left.” Josiah led Judah back to the Lord in 
covenant faithfulness by instituting some of the most thorough religious 
reforms in the history of the nation. In the days of King Jeroboam I, a 
prophet had prophesied that Josiah would be a great reformer for the 
nation (1  Kgs 13:2). However, despite the faithfulness of King Josiah 
and all his efforts to reform Judah, after his death God’s people would 
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quickly backslide into unfaithfulness and suffer a series of consequences 
that led to the eventual destruction of Jerusalem and the Babylonian 
deportation of the people in 586 BC (2 Kgs 23:24–25:21). 

The prophetic ministry of Nahum came at a critical period in 
history, between the sacking of Thebes in 663 BC and the destruction of 
Nineveh in 612 BC. This perilous period was primed for the powerful 
preaching of a prophet who dared to proclaim the gospel of the 
sovereign judgment of God against the Neo-Assyrian Empire and the 
salvation of God’s people, Judah.

Prophetic Preaching Poetically Proclaimed 

The Nature of the Prophetic Message

We are introduced to the prophet in Nahum 1:1 with the following 
words: “The oracle concerning Nineveh. The book of the vision of 
Nahum the Elkoshite.” The oracular genre of Nahum’s prophecy is 
immediately stated in this superscription. The biblical prophetic writings 
are filled with oracular literature. Oracular literature is often written in 
the form of poetry. Poetry is a familiar means through which the Old 
Testament prophets communicate the vivid imagery of divine revela-
tion. All the Old Testament prophetic oracles contain poetry.15 So the 
book of Nahum contains his prophetic oracles on the subject of the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire represented by its capital city Nineveh. The word 
translated “oracle” is a Hebrew word with the basic meaning of “carry,” 
“burden,” or “pronouncement” (Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and 
Aramaic, 1:639). Some translations such as the King James Version and 
the New King James Version employ the term burden, perhaps to convey 
the weightiness of the prophetic task of delivering oracles that include 
divine judgment (Robertson, Nahum, 55). One definition of this term is 
“An oracle is any divine pronouncement through a prophet that directs 
human action in the present or foretells future events” (Kaiser and 
Garrett, NIV, 1507). The oracles of the biblical prophets possess the fol-
lowing important characteristics: 

15 O. Palmer Robertson (Nahum, 55) comments, “Nahum is unique in that the 
entirety of his book is characterized as a vision revealed by God. This prophetic material 
is not presented as the product of an ecstatic dervish whose mind swirled with frenzied 
irrationalities. His vision could be laid out as an objective, rational piece of literature with 
a unified theme embodying elaborate poetic structures.”
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• They originate with God (Zech 9:1; Mal 1:1).
• They are directed primarily toward specific nations or individu-

als (Isa 13:1; Ezek 12:10).
• They are intended to encourage or correct God’s people (2 Kgs 

9:25).
• They emphasize the sovereignty of God (Zech 12:1).

Isaiah employs the word oracle in several of his oracles against the 
nations (e.g., Isa 13:1; 14:28; 15:1; 17:1; 19:1; 21:1; 21:11; 21:13; 22:1; 
23:1). Isaiah’s oracles call the nations to account for their sins against 
God’s people. Nahum will confront the sins of the Neo-Assyrian Empire 
against God’s people Judah and against the former northern kingdom 
of Israel. Nahum’s oracles are directed against Nineveh, the capital of 
the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Nineveh represents everything that was wrong 
about the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians were imperialistic in their 
ambitions and brutal in the execution of their objectives.

Nahum’s prophecy fits into the literary category known as “pro-
phetic oracles against the nations.” In addition to Isaiah 13–23, these 
types of prophetic utterances are found in Jeremiah 46–51; Ezekiel 
25–31; Amos 1–2; Joel 3; Zephaniah 2:4-15; Zechariah 9:1-8; and the 
books of Obadiah and Nahum.16 Nahum, like other prophets who wrote 
oracles against the nations, directed his message against Assyria but 
intended it for God’s people in Judah. So his oracle fulfills a dual pur-
pose. Directed against the Neo-Assyrian Empire, this oracle is a sobering 
message of divine judgment proclaiming the sovereignty of God over 
all the earth. Nahum’s oracle is also a sobering message to Judah con-
cerning its failure to trust the Lord loyally for national security. Under 
King Manasseh, Judah had been a loyal vassal state trusting in the brutal 
Assyrian overlord for protection instead of trusting the one true God of 
the universe. Even though the empire appeared to be strong, it would 
not be long before the Lord would bring it down. This would be good 
news for God’s people in Judah who had to suffer the brutal indignities 
imposed on them by Assyria. So the oracle of Nahum is a negative mes-
sage for Assyria, but it is a mostly positive message for Judah. 

That this is called “the book” indicates that these are written oracles. 
The oracles may have been originally spoken but are now codified in 

16 There are several additional short oracles scattered throughout the prophetic 
literature.
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written form for God’s people as a record of His divine revelation through 
the prophet Nahum. The book contains God’s word to the prophet, and 
it is intended for God’s people to know the truth about God’s purpose 
in their situation. The importance of God’s word preserved in the form 
of a book cannot be overstated. God’s word is not only spoken but also 
written. The written form (the Word) of divine revelation preserves the 
spoken word of God not only for the generation that was present but also 
for generations to come. Moses sought to preserve the teaching of God’s 
word by writing down every word of the law of Moses. Deuteronomy 
31:24-26 describes Moses’ instructions concerning God’s Word:

When Moses had finished writing down on a scroll every single word 
of this law, he commanded the Levites who carried the ark of the 
Lord’s covenant, “Take this book of the law and place it beside the ark 
of the covenant of the Lord your God so that it may remain there as a 
witness against you.” 

Moses knew that God’s people would need the word of God written 
on a scroll for them to be reminded of everything that the Lord had 
revealed during the previous decades. Without the book (scroll) that 
recorded the law—God’s Word—the people would forget and disobey 
the Lord. In Deuteronomy 31:27 Moses stated to the Levites, “For I 
know how rebellious and stiff-necked you are. If you are rebelling 
against the Lord now, while I am still alive, how much more will you 
rebel after I am dead!”

It should also be noted that Nahum prophesied during the reign of 
King Josiah of Judah (640–609 BC). King Josiah instituted major reforms 
to the religious practices of Judah because, as a sixteen-year-old youth, 
he began to seek the Lord and reject the long-established idol worship 
practices of his father Amon and grandfather Manasseh (2 Chr 34:3-7). 
According to 2 Kings 22:3-13, it was during the eighteenth year of King 
Josiah’s reign that the law of Moses was discovered in the temple. When 
this discovery was reported to the king, he became deeply convicted by 
the words of the book of the law of the Lord. Second Kings 22:10-11 
records, 

Then Shaphan the court secretary told the king, “Hilkiah the priest 
has given me a book,” and Shaphan read it in the presence of the 
king. When the king heard the words of the book of the law, he tore 
his clothes.
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The Word of God, which had been originally written by Moses, had sur-
vived generations of apostasy and now was being read to a new genera-
tion represented by King Josiah. Josiah’s reformation of Judah came as 
a direct result of the discovery of the book of the Word of God. Only the 
recovery of the Word of God can bring true spiritual reformation. This 
is true for the individual, for the people of God, and for society.

The importance of the Bible as the divinely inspired Word of 
God (also known as Scripture) cannot be overstated for Christians. In 
2 Timothy 3:16 the apostle Paul declares, “All Scripture is inspired by God 
and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, for training 
in righteousness.” Paul’s reference here is to the Old Testament. So the 
book of the prophet Nahum was part of the “Scripture” to which Paul is 
referring. The elements of teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training 
in righteousness for God’s people are all contained in Nahum’s oracle 
concerning Nineveh. The book of God’s Word is the most important 
book for God’s people.

The book of Nahum is referred to as the “book of the vision of 
Nahum.” The Hebrew term translated “vision” is found elsewhere in 
the Old Testament in Proverbs 29:18 where the HCSB translates the 
word “revelation.” It says, “Without revelation people run wild, but one 
who listens to instruction will be happy.” The ESV reads, “Where there 
is no prophetic vision the people cast off all restraint, but blessed is 
he who keeps the law.” The Hebrew term translated “vision” is derived 
from a verb that means “to see” (Roberts, Nahum,41). Habakkuk 1:1 
refers to the oracle that the prophet “saw.” Both noun and verb forms 
are used in Isaiah 1:1 to refer to the messages of the prophet Isaiah. 
Vision refers to the communication of God’s word to the prophet 
and through the prophet. This is clear from the usage of this word 
in Proverbs 29:18. The Hebrew word translated “vision” is employed 
throughout the Bible’s prophetic literature. For example, 1 Samuel 3:1 
reports that visions were rare in those days. This means that during the 
days of Samuel’s early childhood under the mentorship of Eli the priest 
there was little revelation from God. It was a spiritually dry period in 
the history of Israel.

Nahum has been given divine revelation to communicate concerning 
the fate of Nineveh and the future of God’s people. When we preach 
God’s Word today, we are communicating the divine vision of God for 
His people and His world. Without the preaching of the divine vision, 
people will remain without hope and without God (Eph 2:12). The 
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preaching of biblical truth is an act of divine grace that restrains human 
sinfulness. The proclamation of biblical truth in the prophetic message 
facilitates saving grace and common grace. It facilitates saving grace 
because only the power of God’s Word delivered through preaching is 
able to save souls from divine judgment and eternal punishment. But if 
people are convicted by the prophetic preaching of the Word of God to 
repent and call on the Lord for salvation, then God will hear and save 
them from their sins. Romans 10:13-15 reminds us of these truths:

For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. But how 
can they call on Him they have not believed in? And how can they 
believe without hearing about Him? And how can they hear without 
a preacher? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is 
written: How beautiful are the feet of those who announce the gospel of 
good things! 

Paul the apostle begins and ends this statement with two Old Testament 
quotes—Joel 2:32 and Nahum 1:15—referring to the powerful effect of 
the prophetic preaching of God’s Word in the gospel.

The necessity of the preaching of the divine vision of God’s Word is 
clear. We cannot relent because the need is so great. Nahum’s vision of 
the Word of God needs to be heard in every generation. Where is the 
prophetic vision from God’s Word today? Where is the prophetic voice 
calling people to repentance and faith in the twenty-first century?

The Name of the Prophetic Messenger

The name “Nahum” comes from a Hebrew root that is found in sev-
eral other names in the Bible such as Nehemiah, Nahamani (Neh 7:7), 
Tanhumeth (Jer 40:8), and Menahem (2 Kgs 15:16). The root mean-
ing of the name is “comfort.” While Nahum’s name carries a message 
of comfort for Judah, Nahum’s message is anything but comfort for 
Assyria. “Elkoshite” most likely indicates the clan or place of Nahum’s 
birth. He was from the clan or village of Elkosh. We have no archaeo-
logical information that confirms the whereabouts of this clan or the 
location of this village in antiquity. We are given no further biographical 
information about the man Nahum. So we know very little about this 
prophet except that he was a real person whose name seems to have had 
providential significance for his prophetic ministry.

Nahum has a prophetic message for today that is relevant to the 
realities we face in the twenty-first century. God is sovereign over the 
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affairs of nations just as much as He is sovereign over the affairs of 
people. He reigns over all the political events, policies, and people 
in this world. He is faithful to care for His people who trust Him for 
salvation.

Reflect and Discuss
1. What do we learn from Nahum about war? What role does God have 

in war?
2. Who is responsible for atrocities that happen in war?
3. What role does God have in international affairs? 
4. How was God’s hand evident in the political situations in the ancient 

world? What were some situations where it is hard to understand 
what His plans were?

5. How did God respond in the long run to the sinfulness of Kings 
Manasseh and Amon of Judah? Why did Josiah’s reforms ultimately 
fail?

6. When God speaks out against one’s enemies, how can that be both 
an encouragement and a warning? Are there any countries in our 
day that are clearly evil and that also serve as a warning for us?

7. Do you have a favorite poem? Why might poetry be an effective 
means of communicating a prophetic message?

8. Where do you find hope and comfort in God’s Word? How can you 
express that hope and comfort to those who have not heard it?

9. The name Nahum means “comfort” or “compassion.” How would 
this apply to the book of Nahum?
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An Oracle of Divine Reassurance for Judah 

NAHUM 1:2-15

Main Idea: God destroyed Judah’s enemy and proclaimed freedom and 
peace to His people.

I. A Portrait of Divine Punishment (1:2-6)
II. A Proclamation of Divine Peace (1:7-15)

A Portrait of Divine Punishment
NAHUM 1:2-6

God Is Not Pleased! The prophet begins his oracle in a tone that might 
shock the average twenty-first-century audience. Most of the time 

we are accustomed to messages that begin with an interesting story or 
a bit of humor. But the prophet wastes no time in getting to the heart 
of the issue: God’s displeasure. Nahum is not the only biblical prophet 
who began his oracles on a note of divine displeasure. God’s principle 
accusation against His people in Isaiah 1:2 is “I have raised children and 
brought them up, but they have rebelled against Me.” This is not exactly 
a warm, fuzzy, endearing introduction to the sermons and oracles of the 
prophet! Yet it is God’s word to the people about their need for repen-
tance and redemption.

Nahum’s message is directed toward Nineveh, the center of the 
imperial operations of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Nineveh deserves 
judgment for its crimes against the people of God, Judah. “The Lord 
is a jealous and avenging God; the Lord takes vengeance and is fierce 
in wrath. The Lord takes vengeance against His foes; He is furious with 
His enemies” (v. 2). Though not apparent in English translation, the 
prophecy begins with a partial acrostic that indicates the prophetic 
intentionality and literary coherence of Nahum’s oracle. The acrostic 
pattern is a poetic arrangement in which each new line or section of 
text begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. In Nahum’s 
case the acrostic covers only part of the Hebrew alphabet. The prophet 
skillfully crafted his prophetic message in a manner that would impact 
his audience.
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The first declaration is that God is “jealous.” To the modern reader, 
jealousy might not be the first attribute of God that comes to mind. 
We love to recite that God is patient, kind, gracious, loving, caring, 
and much more. Jealousy probably is not one of the attributes of God 
that people think of today. But God is a jealous God (Deut 4:24; 5:9). 
Longman comments that God’s jealousy

does not imply that God is subject to petty suspicions, but 
rather that he demands the exclusive loyalty of his people 
along the lines of the first and second commandments. 
Indeed, both versions of the second commandment (Exod. 
20:5; Deut. 5:9) contain the divine self-assertion of jealousy. 
Exclusivity of worship is the explicit motivation behind God 
describing his name as “Jealous” to Moses (Exod. 34:14). 
(Longman, “Nahum,” 788)

In the divine prohibitions of idolatry in Exodus 20:5, the Lord says, “You 
must not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, 
am a jealous God.” In Exodus 34:14 the Lord says, “You are never to 
bow down to another god because Yahweh, being jealous by nature, is 
a jealous God.” To be clear, God is not jealous of His people but He is 
jealous (zealous) for His people. God’s attribute of jealousy comes from 
the concept of covenant loyalty. The relationship of God to His people 
is one of covenant loyalty and mutual faithfulness. He cannot tolerate 
disloyalty. He alone will be worshiped and no one else. God is jealous 
if His people violate their covenant loyalty to Him, and He is also jeal-
ous if others attack His covenant people. The Lord’s jealousy refers to 
His zeal to protect and defend the honor of His covenant relationship 
with His people (Deut 6:13-15). This truth about the Lord’s jealousy to 
defend His honor is expressed in the words of the prophet Jeremiah, a 
contemporary of Nahum.

“Have you seen what unfaithful Israel has done? She has ascended 
every high hill and gone under every green tree to prostitute herself 
there. I thought: After she has done all these things, she will return to 
Me. But she didn’t return and her treacherous sister Judah saw it. I 
observed that it was because unfaithful Israel had committed adultery 
that I had sent her away and had given her a certificate of divorce. 
Nevertheless, her treacherous sister Judah was not afraid but also went 
and prostituted herself. Indifferent to her prostitution, she defiled the 
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land and committed adultery with stones and trees. Yet in spite of 
all this, her treacherous sister Judah didn’t return to Me with all her 
heart—only in pretense.” This is the Lord’s declaration. (Jer 3:6-10)

Jeremiah articulates the idolatrous ways of both Israel and Judah, for this 
is how the Lord is provoked to jealousy and anger regarding His people. 
Prostituting themselves with foreign powers (and their idols) for politi-
cal protection and progress was an act of disloyalty to the covenant with 
the Lord, and it led to their brutal subjugation to those nations. God is 
displeased with God’s people prostituting themselves and with the for-
eign powers that abused them. Therefore, the Lord’s jealousy leads to 
His vengeance not only against those who violate His covenant but also 
against those who violate His covenant people.

The Lord is an “avenging God.” The Hebrew term for “vengeance” 
is employed three times in verse 2 alone. God is not pleased with what 
the Assyrians have done to Judah. “Vengeance” affirms that God is a 
God of justice. He will not allow wrongdoing to go unpunished forever. 
He is patient with sinners so as to give them opportunity for repentance, 
but He will certainly hold them accountable for all evil they have done 
against His people. In Deuteronomy 32:35 the Lord says concerning 
Israel, “Vengeance belongs to Me; I will repay.”

God’s patience toward Assyria was reflected in the ministry of the 
prophet Jonah, who reluctantly preached the message of impending 
divine judgment on Nineveh in the eighth century BC. Nahum 
acknowledges the patience of the Lord in verse 3 when he says, “The 
Lord is slow to anger but great in power; the Lord will never leave 
the guilty unpunished.” The Lord being slow to anger is mentioned 
in several passages in Scripture. For example, Exodus 34:6 records 
the words of the Lord to Moses on Mount Sinai: “Yahweh—Yahweh 
is a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and rich in 
faithful love and truth.” This indicates that the Lord is not willing 
that people should perish in divine judgment, so He is compassionate 
and gracious in being slow to anger. He exercises divine patience 
for a long time before He executes divine judgment on people. In 
Numbers 14:18 Moses speaks of the divine patience of the Lord in 
his intercession on behalf of Israel by quoting the Lord’s words on 
Mount Sinai recorded back in Exodus 34:6. “Slow to anger” is an act 
of divine grace toward sinners. 
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God is still slow to anger. He often allows people to live a long time 
before He brings judgment on them for their sins. Peter the apostle 
writes in 2 Peter 3:8-9,

Dear friends, don’t let this one thing escape you: With the Lord one 
day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. 
The Lord does not delay His promise, as some understand delay, 
but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but all to come to 
repentance.

Part of the good news is that God is slow to execute divine judgment 
against sinners in order that they may repent of their sins. Let no one 
mistake the patience of God for aloofness or weakness. God is not aloof, 
and He is not weak. 

In fact, the Lord is not only “slow to anger,” but He is also “great in 
power.” God will hold the guilty accountable. No one will get away with 
sin and injustice—neither individuals nor nations. Now is always the 
appropriate time to respond to God’s gracious patience with repentance 
and faith. Those who delay turning to the Lord in repentance and 
faith are only storing up divine judgment for themselves. Don’t be like 
Nineveh, for whom it was already too late. 

If anyone doubts that the Lord is great and awesome in power, 
the prophet describes His power in the eloquent language of divine 
theophany in verses 3b-6. This is one of the most vivid verbal illustrations 
of the cosmic power of God, who created and controls all the elements 
mentioned and who has the power to reverse creation and turn it into 
chaos to fulfill His purpose (Baker, Nahum, 28). Psalm 89:11 affirms this 
by declaring, “The heavens are Yours; the earth also is Yours. The world 
and everything in it—you founded them.” Nahum proceeds from the 
highest elevations to the lowest in his description of divine theophany. 
God controls the “whirlwind,” “storm,” and “clouds.” The Assyrians may 
control much of the ancient Near East, but the Lord controls wind and 
water. God’s power cannot be matched. The Assyrians ought to fear the 
divine judgment to come because the Lord is all-powerful. The imagery 
of “path” and “feet” refer to God’s way of bringing divine justice on His 
enemies. This is anthropomorphic language intended to communicate 
the attributes of God’s awesome and terrible judgments. God can 
take the elements and turn them into chaos against His enemies. In 
Proverbs 1:27 fools are warned that calamity will come on them like a 
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“whirlwind.” The tools at God’s disposal are limitless, so He can employ 
the phenomena of weather to accomplish His judgments on sinners. 

He controls the water by His ability to dry up the sea and the rivers. 
Bashan and Carmel and the “flowers of Lebanon” are references to the 
fact that God’s divine judgment affects everything, everywhere. One 
thing is certain: When God comes in divine judgment, everyone knows 
it. In the future the Lord will come in divine judgment on the entire 
earth, according to Revelation 1:7: “Look! He is coming with the clouds, 
and every eye will see Him, including those who pierced Him. And all 
the families of the earth will mourn over Him.”

Judgment is certain for the wicked. Salvation is certain for the 
righteous. Just as the weather elements indicate when storms and other 
related phenomena will come, so it is true that God can use those 
same elements to indicate the coming of His divine judgment. “The 
mountains quake before Him, and the hills melt; the earth trembles 
at His presence—the world and all who live in it” (Nah 1:5). Not only 
are the atmosphere and hydrosphere at His divine disposal, but also 
the earth. Earthquakes and tremors display examples of the Lord’s 
awesome power. 

The message of impending divine judgment evokes two rhetorical 
questions in verse 6: “Who can withstand His indignation? Who can 
endure His burning anger?” The answer is obvious: no one! When 
we affirm the sovereignty of God, we are affirming these and many 
more truths about the attributes of God. This is the kind of prophetic 
language that would have been understood by ancient kingdoms like 
Assyria because their thirst for international dominance was insatiable. 
Only God in His awesome power could stop them in their quest for 
imperial supremacy in the region. No matter how powerful a nation 
may become, God still exercises ultimate sovereignty over them. He is 
far more powerful than human nations could ever be. When nations 
displease God, His wrath can overthrow them like volcanic fire and 
molten lava. This is why Psalm 2:10-12 warns kings to be careful not to 
displease the Lord:

So now, kings, be wise; receive instruction, you judges of the earth. 
Serve the Lord with reverential awe and rejoice with trembling. Pay 
homage to the Son or He will be angry and you will perish in your 
rebellion, for His anger may ignite at any moment. All those who take 
refuge in Him are happy. 
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A Proclamation of Divine Peace 
NAHUM 1:7-15

The message of divine judgment on Assyria was bad news for Nineveh. 
However, it was good news for Judah, who had endured the oppression 
of the Assyrian Empire and its imperial ambitions. After all the trouble 
God’s people had endured under their Assyrian overlords, Judah would 
finally get good news in the form of the message of judgment against 
Nineveh. God would deal with Assyria, and the people of God would be 
redeemed. Nahum continues his oracle with these words: “The Lord 
is good, a stronghold in a day of distress; He cares for those who take 
refuge in Him” (v. 7). God is not evil. God is good. God has not forgot-
ten His people. God never forgets His people. Psalm 73:1 says, “God is 
indeed good to Israel, to the pure in heart.” In King David’s psalm of 
thanksgiving in 1 Chronicles 16:34, he says, “Give thanks to the Lord, 
for He is good.” The goodness of God is clear from the very beginning 
of Scripture. At creation, everything God created was declared to be 
“good” (Gen 1:4,10,12,18,21,25,31). 

The good news for God’s people is that in His goodness He is a 
stronghold in times of trouble. Psalm 2:12 says, “All those who take 
refuge in Him are happy.” Psalm 9:9 says, “The Lord is a refuge for the 
oppressed, a refuge in times of trouble.” The Lord is faithful to take 
care of His people in every crisis situation. God’s people can run to Him 
for refuge from their oppressors. The Lord wants us to turn to Him for 
refuge. He is our stronghold. Whenever we find ourselves surrounded 
by difficulty and distress, we must turn to the Lord in trust and prayer 
and seek refuge in Him. 

While the Lord will completely take care of His people, He will 
completely destroy Nineveh (v. 8) just as it subjugated and destroyed 
other nations in order to fulfill its imperialistic ambitions. It will not be 
a partial destruction of Nineveh, but a total destruction of Nineveh and 
its empire. The enemies of God’s people are seen as God’s enemies, and 
He will make sure they never return by pursuing them “into darkness.”

Verse 9 ends the partial acrostic that began this oracle. Exactly why 
the acrostic pattern ends at this point is not clear, but what is clear so 
far is Nahum’s message of divine judgment against Nineveh and divine 
grace for the nation of Judah. This message comes at some point during 
the reigns of the Assyrian King Ashurbanipal and the Judahite Kings 
Manasseh and/or Josiah. It is significant because it would not have 
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seemed possible given the size and military might of the empire. Nahum’s 
prophetic prediction says the impending doom of Nineveh would come 
sooner rather than later. The prophetic accusation of plotting against 
the Lord is powerful. Whatever imperial ambitions the Assyrians had 
for Judah, they were actually plotting against God, not merely against 
His people. The Assyrians may not have viewed themselves as plotting 
against the Lord, but that was in fact what their subjugation of the 
people of God amounted to. Psalm 2:1-2 asks the question, “Why do the 
nations rebel and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take 
their stand, and the rulers conspire together against the Lord and His 
Anointed One.” The kings of this world will never succeed against the 
Lord and His people. Even though Judah is small compared to the Neo-
Assyrian Empire, God’s protection of Judah—His people—will prevail 
over the superpower from Nineveh. Anyone who opposes God’s people 
opposes God Himself. The Lord will defend His people from the attacks 
of those who oppose Him. 

As Christians, we have the same assurance that God will protect us 
from the attacks of those who oppose the Lord. Psalm 12:7 says, “You, 
Lord, will guard us; You will protect us from this generation forever.” 
God is faithful in every generation to protect and defend His people. 
Because of this we should not fear humans. The Lord’s protection is with 
us. God will see to it that the enemies of His people do not rise again. 
The Neo-Assyrian Empire would crumble in 612 BC, never to rise again. 

The Lord further affirms the promise of His protection of His 
people in verses 12-13. This section of the prophetic oracle begins 
with words that introduce divine speech from the Lord Himself. “This 
is what the Lord says” is a common feature of prophetic literature in 
the Old Testament. It is referred to as the “messenger formula” and is 
always followed by the divine speech of Yahweh the Lord. This is the 
only time the prophet Nahum employs the messenger formula in his 
oracle. The great strength of Assyria will be no match for God, who will 
cut them down like mowed grass. Do not be fooled by the greatness of 
the Assyrians because the Lord will wipe it all out, and that will happen 
sooner than imaginable. Just when we think problems or oppressors are 
too big to be overcome, God can bring them down in a moment. 

The Lord is not aloof to the suffering that He brought on His people 
because of their sinfulness. He says, “Though I have afflicted you, I will 
afflict you no longer.” God’s people are reassured that though they have 
been duly punished for their sins against the Lord, He will no longer 



Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary156

allow the judgment of Assyrian oppression to afflict them. The Lord will 
break off the Assyrian yoke and tear off Judah’s shackles. After the Lord 
has disciplined His people sufficiently, Deuteronomy 32:36 says, “The 
Lord will indeed vindicate His people and have compassion on His 
servants when He sees that their strength is gone and no one is left—
slave or free.” God’s people were oppressed under the enslavement of 
their Assyrian overlord, but the Lord would free them. 

There is no sweeter freedom than freedom from the shackles of 
slavery and oppression. There is no freedom greater than freedom from 
slavery to sin and unrighteousness. This is the language of redemption. 
The Lord is the Redeemer of His people. He redeemed us from the 
crushing burden and eternal consequences of sin.

The promise of an end to Assyrian affliction of God’s people did 
not mean they would never again be punished for disobedience to the 
Lord. In fact, just a few years after Nahum’s prophecy the Babylonians 
would sack the city of Jerusalem in 587/586 BC and exile God’s people. 
However, we should consider a more significant theological purpose to 
this promise. O. Palmer Robertson comments:

Possibly the prophet views Nineveh as a typical representation 
of Israel’s archenemy, and her destruction as symbolic of 
God’s final act of judgment. Whoever might prove to be the 
archenemy of God’s people in the future generations could 
be sure from Nineveh’s experience that God would destroy 
them and deliver his people. God remains vitally concerned 
for his people in all their afflictions. When the right time 
comes for their deliverance, he shall break them free from all 
oppression. (Robertson, Nahum, 78)

The fate of Assyria is a prophecy of doom for all who oppose God’s 
people, even those whom the Lord uses as an instrument of divine 
punishment on His people. The Lord loves His people enough to 
discipline us whenever we disobey His Word. And He can use whatever 
means He chooses to discipline His people. The writer of Hebrews, 
quoting Proverbs 3:11-12, says, “My son, do not take the Lord’s 
discipline lightly or faint when you are reproved by Him, for the Lord 
disciplines the one He loves and punishes every son He receives” (Heb 
12:5-6). God is the same yesterday, today, and eternally (Heb 13:8). He 
still disciplines His children. There are redemptive lessons to be learned 
from the experiences of God’s ancient people, Judah. 



Nahum 1:2-15 157

The message of divine judgment narrows from the empire to the one 
who rules it, the king of Assyria (v. 14). This is most likely Ashurbanipal, 
who was the last major monarch of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. God not 
only holds nations accountable for their deeds, but He also holds leaders 
accountable. God has given an order: the end has come for the Assyrian 
monarchy. The decree is irreversible and will surely come to pass. 

The empire would be plunged into the chaos of civil war after the 
death of King Ashurbanipal in 627 BC. Though the empire was at the 
height of its strength, things quickly fell apart. At some point during 
the chaos, Ashurbanipal’s son succeeded him, but it was already too 
late to reverse the inevitable collapse of the empire. God not only put 
Ashurbanipal to death, but He also destroyed the Neo-Assyrian Empire, 
which paved the way for the Babylonians to begin their rise to supremacy 
in the region. 

The announcement of the arrival of a herald with “good news” 
might normally be expected to come at the beginning of an oracle, but 
here in verse 15 the announcement of the herald is given at the end 
of Nahum’s first oracle, seemingly as a climax. The herald issues the 
declaration of good news for God’s people. The long, bitter experience 
of Assyrian tyranny is ending. God has sent a herald, an announcer, a 
preacher to proclaim it. The message of good news is proclaimed from 
“the mountains,” which serve as a platform from which the herald can 
deliver the message of good news far and wide throughout the land. 
Verse 15a literally says, “Behold, on the mountains, the feet of a herald 
who proclaims peace.” The image of the arrival of a herald proclaiming 
good news is also found in Isaiah 52:7: “How beautiful on the mountains 
are the feet of the herald, who proclaims peace, who brings news of 
good things, who proclaims salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God 
reigns!’” Also, quoting Nahum 1:15 and Isaiah 52:7, the apostle Paul in 
Romans 10:15 writes, “And how can they preach unless they are sent? 
As it is written: How beautiful are the feet of those who announce the 
gospel of good things!”

The herald comes with the message of peace. Not only does this 
indicate the cessation of hostilities among humans, but also more 
importantly it affirms peace with God. God is at peace with His people, 
and now His people can be at peace with Him. When the people of 
God see and hear the good news coming from the herald, it is time for 
rejoicing. In fact, this is part of the herald’s message to the people. The 
people of God can “celebrate” their worship festivals before the Lord 
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now that the stranglehold of their oppressor is being removed. J. J. M. 
Roberts comments: 

Because of this good news, Judah is to celebrate her festivals 
in honor of Yahweh and fulfill the vows she made to him. The 
implication seems to be that Judah could not celebrate her 
festivals appropriately as long as she was under the thumb of 
Assyrian oppression. It is no accident that one of the more 
important acts of Josiah’s political and religious reform after 
Assyria’s loss of control in the west was the public celebration 
of the Passover festival (2 Kgs 23:21-25). (Nahum, 54)

After the discovery of the law of the Lord in the temple, the demise of 
Assyrian hegemony was an additional crucial factor in setting the stage 
for Josiah’s reforms in Judah. Nahum’s herald urges the celebration of 
the festivals of the Lord in order to fulfill vows and return to faithful-
ness to the Lord. God’s people had experienced the punishment they 
deserved for disobedience to the covenant of the Lord. Now they will 
rejoice because they have been saved from the power of Assyria. 

What is the connection between Nahum’s good news and Christian 
good news? Nahum’s message of good news proclaims the salvation of 
God’s people from the oppression of a brutal enemy nation and the 
return to the Lord. Christian good news is the message that the same 
God is providing salvation from the brutal oppression of sin through 
the suffering and sacrifice of Christ our Savior on the cross. Nahum’s 
gospel and the Christian gospel are based on the same premise: God 
saves sinners. Nahum’s good news anticipated the ultimate good news 
of the Christian gospel. The Christian good news carries Nahum’s good 
news to its ultimate conclusion. When preachers proclaim the good news 
of the gospel, God’s people have occasion to rejoice in the good news that 
God saves sinners. 

God’s ancient people would never again need to worry about Assyria 
oppressing them. “For the wicked one will never again march through 
you; he will be entirely wiped out” (v. 15b). The message of the herald 
not only contains the message of peace, but also the promise of security. 
This does not mean foreign armies will never again invade Judah, but 
the Assyrians will never again invade them.17 Christians have the assur-
ance that we have been redeemed from sin never to be slaves to it again 

17 By 586 BC the Babylonians would invade Judah and destroy Jerusalem. 
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(Rom 6:6,14). The words of Nahum’s herald are ultimately fulfilled in 
the redemption of the Christian gospel, for the oppressor called sin will 
be entirely wiped out.

Reflect and Discuss
1. What do you think about the jealousy of God? How does God’s jeal-

ousy relate to the covenant with His people?
2. Is there any aspect of being jealous or zealous that is admirable in 

human beings?
3. How would you explain God’s vengeance to a fifth-grade Bible study 

class?
4. How has God’s patience worked out in your life? Have you ever 

experienced the displeasure of the Lord?
5. How do people presume on the patience of God?
6. How are the wrath of God and the righteous justice of God related? 

Have you seen examples of God’s judgment against people or 
nations? How does contemplating the wrath and justice of God help 
one to understand and appreciate the grace of God?

7. How does contemplating the sovereignty of God help one to under-
stand the justice and grace of God?

8. How is it encouraging to see that God protected Judah by destroy-
ing her enemies? What enemies threaten Christians today?

9. How have you seen God’s protection when you faced physical or 
spiritual enemies?

10. Do you still remember the relief you felt when God freed you from 
slavery to sin? How can you keep that memory fresh?
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An Oracle of Divine Retribution for Assyria 

NAHUM 2:1-13

Main Idea: Due to Assyria’s wicked behavior in the past, the prophet 
announces their imminent destruction.

I. Divine Retribution Executed (2:1-10)
II. Divine Retribution Justified (2:11-13)

The second oracle of Nahum is a message of divine retribution for 
Assyria because of its brutal and oppressive policies toward Judah, 

God’s people. The prophet issues a detailed description of what is to 
happen to the Assyrian capitol of Nineveh. It is a harrowing illustration 
of divine judgment played out through the deterioration of an empire 
and an impending attack on its capital. Assyria falls apart politically, mil-
itarily, and socially. The chaos it imposed on many smaller kingdoms, 
including Judah, will now come crashing down on it. Nahum has no 
interest in attributing the political, military, and social disintegration of 
Assyria to anyone or anything but the divine decree of Yahweh, the God 
of all the earth. While Assyria’s demise could be attributed to many fac-
tors, the most important factor is the divine justice of the Lord. Nahum 
1:3 says, “The Lord will never leave the guilty unpunished.” Now the 
prophet gives a full-length portrait of the punishment of Nineveh.

Divine Retribution Executed
NAHUM 2:1-10

While Judah celebrates the good news on the mountains, bad news is 
on the horizon for Nineveh, the capital of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. For 
many years Assyria has been bad news for other kingdoms as it scattered 
them throughout the ancient Near East as part of Assyrian deportation 
policy. The Assyrians were known for dispersing conquered popula-
tions of peoples to other locations. Second Kings 17 records the fall of 
Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel. Hoshea, the last 
king of Israel in Samaria, made a calculated decision to rebel against 
his Assyrian overlord. Hoshea was arrested, Samaria was besieged and 
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captured by the Assyrians, the people were deported, and people from 
other lands were brought in to replace them (2  Kgs 17:1-6,24). The 
biblical justification for the overthrowing of Israel is stated succinctly in 
2 Kings 17:7:

This disaster happened because the people of Israel had sinned 
against the Lord their God who had brought them out of the land of 
Egypt from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt and because they had 
worshiped other gods.

God’s people committed spiritual treason against Him, and they were 
punished for it by having to suffer invasion and deportation under the 
Assyrians. Moses had prophesied in earlier Israelite history that if the 
people of God committed idolatry they would certainly be invaded and 
exiled by enemy nations (Deut 4:27; 28:36-37,64). Now Assyria is about 
to be terrorized and scattered as an act of divine retribution for its 
sins in the same way that it had invaded and deported Israel and other 
nations. The scatterer is about to be scattered!

“One who scatters” is perhaps a reference to God, who is also 
behind an earthly kingdom coming to make war with Assyria—namely, 
a coalition consisting of the Babylonians along with the Medes. They are 
determined to rid themselves of the Assyrian yoke forever. This word is 
used mostly to describe the scattering or dispersing of people. Here it 
describes someone who will arise to destroy Nineveh. As a result, the 
inhabitants will be dispersed out of the city. The immediate horizon 
appears ominous for Nineveh. An enemy is coming quickly to attack 
the capital of Assyria. A series of imperatives are issued to alert everyone 
to prepare for the oncoming siege of Nineveh: “Man the fortifications! 
Watch the road! Brace yourself! Summon all your strength!” (Nah 2:1).18 
The language indicates the siege is rapidly advancing toward the capital 
city. The atmosphere is tense. Nerves are strained. Stress is increasing. 
Hearts are pounding. Courage is teetering on the brink of collapse. All 
are summoned to assume ready positions in defense of the city. 

God’s retribution against Assyria parallels His restoration of Judah. 
As He takes down Nineveh, He will raise up Jerusalem. But verse 2 seems 
to suggest a more significant reality of restoration for God’s people 
beyond the immediate reversal of circumstances for Judah. God will 
restore the entire nation of Israel after He has conquered His enemies. 

18 These four phrases consist of one infinitive and three imperative forms.
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The “majesty” of Israel will return despite the ravages of the past. Some 
commentators have viewed this verse as an interruption in the flow of 
Nahum’s oracle, but it functions as further justification for the impend-
ing doom of Assyria. God will punish the enemies of His people, and in 
so doing He will restore the fortunes of His people. God never forgets 
His people, no matter what they have done wrong. His eternal love for 
His people cannot be broken. In fact, God displays His love for Judah 
by punishing Judah for its sins and, afterward, restoring Judah. Though 
God’s people had failed because of their sins, their failure would not 
be final. God’s faithfulness always trumps our failures. Second Timothy 
2:13 says, “If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny 
Himself.” God would faithfully turn things around for them because 
He is faithful and because His grace and love for His people cannot be 
denied. It is also true that God is faithful to His people because of His 
promises to the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod 3:6). God is 
faithful to the word of His promise to His people. We can be assured of 
God’s faithfulness to His word. He does not change (Mal 3:6). Hebrews 
13:8 says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.”

In verses 3-4 the prophet utters a description of the oncoming invad-
ers accompanying the one who scatters and their assault on Nineveh. 
This is a formidable force advancing on Nineveh. James Montgomery 
Boice calls Nahum’s description of events “a masterpiece of ancient 
literature, unsurpassed for its graphic portrayal of a military assault” 
(Minor Prophets, 376). The prophet is describing an event that had not 
yet taken place with graphic detail that resembles the scenes one would 
encounter in today’s movie theaters. One might get the impression 
from reading verses 3-4 that the invaders have already entered Nineveh, 
but they are on the outskirts of the city advancing toward the city wall. 
This is “no ragtag collection of involuntary conscripts” (Roberts, Nahum, 
65). They are well equipped, trained, organized, and prepared with a 
strategic plan of attack against the city. They have quality equipment: 
red shields, scarlet battle attire, first-class chariots, and spears. They 
are ready for conquest. They are prepared to take down Nineveh. The 
scene is scary. The scene begins on the outskirts of Nineveh but rapidly 
advances to the city wall. The warriors waste no time lunging into the 
attack against the city. They inflict intentional chaos on the inhabitants 
and the environment. They specialize in misery and madness in order 
to overtake the city. Bloodshed is in their eyes. “The chariots dash madly 
through the streets; they rush around the plazas” is a vivid description of 
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how rapidly the attack unfolds as this army of conquerors inflicts mass 
casualties on Nineveh. They know exactly what they are doing, even as 
the inhabitants of Nineveh are confused and crushed. They strike fear 
and terror into everyone. O. Palmer Robertson comments on this scene:

They have laid claim to all the territory immediately 
outside the city walls. Suburban roadways and intersections 
crisscrossing on the way to the various gates of the city are 
fully under occupation now. The last resistance has retreated 
behind the safety of the city’s walls, and the fearful chariotry of 
the enemy rushes about securing every possible escape route. 
(Nahum, 89)

God will not be mocked. Nineveh is experiencing a lethal dose of its 
own poison. Nations like Assyria will be brought to divine justice by the 
Lord. Sinners cannot trample on God’s people with impunity. The Lord 
will defend His people. The speed and rapidity with which the assault 
on Nineveh is happening is breathtaking! The invasion is lightning fast. 
Judgment may seem to be a long time arriving; but when it comes, it 
comes swiftly, especially for Assyria. 

First, the assault begins on the outskirts of Nineveh, but the invaders 
soon advance on the city itself (v. 5). They converge on the wall of 
Nineveh and begin to establish siege works immediately. The soldiers 
almost injure themselves hurrying to break into the city wall. It does 
not take long for them to achieve a breakthrough. The city is not as 
strong as perceived in light of the swiftness of this military assault. No 
matter how strong and impenetrable Nineveh seemed, the Lord has 
now exposed its weakness. The invaders successfully breach the wall of 
the city in record time. 

Nineveh is shown to be weak in an area of defense where it was 
thought to be strongest (v. 6). Roberts comments, “The mention of the 
flood gates is probably due to Nineveh’s famous system of dams and 
sluice gates that controlled the flow of water into Nineveh” (Nahum, 
66–67). The invaders take control of the city’s water system and turn 
that water system against it. As a result, the city will be flooded with 
water but also with invaders coming into the city like floodwaters. This 
leads to the collapse of the will to defend the city. The erosion of the 
palace is powerful imagery that communicates the profound sense of 
fear and dread experienced by all the inhabitants of Nineveh and its 
surrounding jurisdictions. The palace, which is representative of the 
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central government of Nineveh, weakens and falls apart due to the 
onslaught of invaders. Nineveh is overwhelmed by the coming of divine 
judgment for its sins against Yahweh. The erosion of the palace is also 
metaphorical in the sense that the kings of Assyria will no longer have a 
place to reside. The Assyrian monarchy is finished, and its brutal reign 
over the kingdoms of the ancient Near East has come to an end. There 
is an important lesson for us today: No matter how powerful monarchs 
may get, they will eventually come to an end. In other words, no one 
reigns forever except the Lord. 

In verses 7-8 the prophet Nahum characterizes the city in two 
interesting ways. First, Nineveh is a princess in mourning. Second, 
Nineveh is like a rapidly draining pool. Nineveh the princess is stripped 
of all her beauty and opulence. The city is humiliated by the ravaging 
destruction of forces that she is no longer strong enough to defeat. The 
aftermath of the military assault on Nineveh is devastating. The sound of 
mourning coming from the women left behind is heard. The beautiful 
servant girls of Nineveh moan and groan in the streets. The beating of 
the breasts is a sign of lamentation and mourning great loss (see Isa 
38:14; Ezek 7:16). All is lost for Nineveh, and no one can help. The city 
is also said to be like a pool that is being drained out. Everyone who can 
escape is pouring out of the city and fleeing for their lives. The fullness 
of the city has turned to emptiness with all its inhabitants running away 
from it now that it has fallen to a scatterer (v. 1). “‘Stop! Stop!’ they cry, 
but no one turns back.” People are fleeing Nineveh with no intention of 
stopping or turning around. The city they had filled is now empty. Each 
person is desperate to save himself from the total collapse of the regime. 
The fall of Nineveh represents the fall of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. God 
has again exercised His divine sovereignty over an empire. It won’t be 
the last time He does so. God knows how to bring together the exact 
confluence of factors to cause empires to rise and fall. Assyria would 
never rise again. Nahum has made the message as clear and convincing 
as possible through his graphic depictions of the impending fall of 
Nineveh. 

Nineveh was known for its wealth and opulence. Nineveh exacted 
tribute from countless kings and kingdoms throughout the ancient Near 
East. No wonder the city is found to possess the greatest treasures (v. 9). 
Nineveh may have been rich in earthly treasures, but it was poor in true 
riches. God’s people may not always possess the greatest earthly wealth, 
but we have been given the greatest wealth in true riches. God’s people 
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possess riches that cannot be bought with the world’s wealth. The riches 
of this world can be taken away by others, but true riches cannot be 
plundered by anyone. God had given Nineveh an opportunity to possess 
true riches back during the time of Jonah. Nineveh repented, but their 
piety did not last long (see Jonah 3:5-10). Now Nineveh would bear the 
full weight of its many sins before God. Sinners and sinful nations will be 
judged by God. Just as there was no escaping the judgment for Nineveh, 
there will be no escape from divine judgment for sinners. People may 
run from God, but they will never escape. Nations may deny God, but 
they will certainly face His judgment. 

Nahum comes to a crescendo in his gripping depiction of the 
fall of Nineveh in verse 10. What better way to articulate the impact 
on the city than to employ a powerful wordplay that summarizes the 
state of the situation in the aftermath of divine judgment? “Desolation, 
decimation, devastation!” all make up “an exclamation of horror at 
the scene of the ruined city” (Longman, “Nahum,” 807). The first 
two terms come from the same root, meaning “to empty.” The third 
term means “to destroy.” These three terms illustrate the totality of the 
destruction wrought by the invaders. The aftermath is not an attractive 
scene because the city has been laid to waste and its inhabitants are 
homeless and utterly destitute. The effects of the scene are described 
in physiological terms: “Hearts melt, knees tremble, loins shake, every 
face grows pale!” The devastation is so harrowing that it causes a dire 
physiological reaction for those who are left to witness it. The inner 
convulsions are being experienced through adverse physical reactions. 
All courage has been lost. 

The prophet Joel similarly describes the nations’ reaction to the 
coming of the Day of the Lord when he says, “Nations writhe in horror 
before them: all faces turn pale” (Joel 2:6). The prophet Isaiah offered 
this description when he prophesied concerning the judgment to come 
on the kingdom of Babylon:

Wail! For the day of the Lord is near. It will come like destruction from 
the Almighty. Therefore everyone’s hands will become weak, and every 
man’s heart will melt. They will be horrified; pain and agony will seize 
them; they will be in anguish like a woman in labor. They will look at 
each other, their faces flushed with fear. Look, the day of the Lord is 
coming—cruel, with rage and burning anger—to make the earth a 
desolation and to destroy the sinners on it. (Isa 13:6-9)
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Clearly Isaiah was not only describing the eventual doom of Babylon but 
also the whole world. God will judge the entire world, not just individual 
kingdoms, and the reaction will be just as the prophet describes. Sinners 
will certainly face an angry God who called on them to repent, but they 
refused, to their own eternal detriment. 

How is such devastation good news for Judah, the people of God? 
To the modern reader this might seem cruel and coldhearted, but 
when one realizes that Assyria is receiving divine justice for its cruel 
treatment of countless peoples throughout the ancient Near East, then 
it becomes clear that God is a God of justice, and He will not leave 
the guilty unpunished (Nah 1:3). God is just as well as loving. Every 
human possesses some sense of justice even if it has been distorted by 
sin. When we declare that God is just, we affirm that He is eternally right 
to exercise justice on humans in accordance with His own character 
and standard since there is no greater standard for justice than God 
Himself. The Lord declares to Moses in Exodus 20:5 that He will punish 
the sins of the fathers to the third and fourth generations of those who 
hate Him. Though Assyria has mocked God, nevertheless it is God who 
determines the fate of Assyria and its allies. God will repay people(s) for 
their sins. God will hold nations accountable for their policies and their 
practices. God will judge rulers for how they rule and how they conduct 
themselves while in their seats of power. 

Divine Retribution Justified 
NAHUM 2:11-13

Nineveh was like a large hollow tree. It may stand tall, but it can easily 
be cut down. The Neo-Assyrian Empire looked strong from the outside, 
but beneath the surface it was weak and deteriorating. In verses 11-12 
the prophet Nahum issues a prophetic taunt of Nineveh. The image of 
the lion, mighty and fearless, has now disappeared. Nahum uses the lion 
image with pointed purpose. Roberts comments: 

The lion is a traditional symbol for kingship throughout the 
Near East, but Nahum may have chosen the lion imagery for 
this taunt precisely because the lion figures so prominently 
in Assyrian reliefs and because the Assyrian kings loved to 
compare themselves to lions. (Nahum, 67)
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Where are they now? Gone! The lions’ lair is empty. The Assyrian king 
gone! His palace empty! There will be nothing left of the king and his 
cohorts. 

It’s one thing to have human enemies, but when the Lord is against 
you, there is no hope of survival. The Lord declares His opposition with 
the words, “I am against you” (v. 13). This phrase is a common feature 
of prophetic literature. Jeremiah the prophet employs this phrase in 
his oracles. For example, in 21:13 the Lord says, “Beware! I am against 
you” (see also Jer 50:31; 52:25). The Lord repeatedly speaks these words 
through the prophet Ezekiel. In 5:8 the Lord declares to the leaders of 
Jerusalem, “Therefore, this is what the Lord God says: See, I am against 
you, Jerusalem.” In Ezekiel 13:8 the Lord confronts the lying prophets 
when He says, “I am against you because you have spoken falsely and 
had lying visions.” The Lord not only declares His opposition to His 
own people at times, but also He confronts the nations surrounding His 
people (see Ezek 21:3; 26:3,8; 29:3). The Lord is against those who do 
evil (Ps 34:16). 

In Nahum 2:13 the Lord vows to destroy the Assyrian military 
hardware (“chariots”), the king’s officers (“young lions”), and supplies 
for sustenance (“I will cut off your prey”). This is complete routing 
of the Assyrian monarch and his royal military machinery. Also, the 
messengers will be eliminated forever (“your messengers will never 
be heard again”). This is good news for Judah—God’s people—and 
for many other peoples who had been subjugated to brutal Assyrian 
hegemony. This enemy of God’s people will be vanquished forever. 

Even though Assyria will be replaced by Babylonian hegemony, 
at least for a short time God’s people will have rest. They would have 
permanent rest from their enemies if only they would turn to the Lord 
in repentance and faith in the covenant (cf. Jer 25:1-14). There is no 
enemy that cannot be overcome if God’s people remain faithful to His 
Word. Obedience to the Word of the Lord is the path to blessing and 
peace (Deut 28). This truth is the same today as it was in the days of the 
prophet Nahum. In every era the Lord says that if “My people who are 
called by My name humble themselves, pray and seek My face, and turn 
from their evil ways, then I will hear from heaven, forgive their sin, and 
heal their land” (2 Chr 7:14). God will bless His people when we honor 
Him with true repentance, faith, and holiness. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. When have you seen sinful people receive hurtful treatment with 

disastrous results? How does the Golden Rule (Matt 7:12) offer a 
more advantageous code of conduct?

2. God brought the powerful Assyrian Empire down suddenly. What 
regimes have fallen in recent history? Have you seen God’s hand in 
those events?

3. What evidence is there that some people substitute patriotism for 
religion? In what ways are Christians in your own country tempted 
to do the same?

4. Are the people around you pursuing worldly wealth or the true 
riches of a relationship with God? List the ways that true riches are 
better.

5. Will the Day of the Lord be good news or bad news for most of the 
people in your country? What can you do on your part to improve 
their prospects?

6. Why is it hard to think of God’s justice when people are suffering, 
even if the people have been wicked in the past? How can people 
avoid God’s justice and receive God’s mercy instead?

7. What kinds of emotions do you feel when you read this chapter of 
Nahum?

8. Ancient Nineveh is located at modern-day Mosul, Iraq. What signifi-
cance does this have for current international events?
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An Oracle of Divine Reckoning for Nineveh 

NAHUM 3:1-19

Main Idea: The prophet Nahum utters a lament over Nineveh since they 
are as good as gone.

I. The Conquest of Nineveh (3:1-7)
II. The Comparison with Thebes (3:8-10)
III. The Collapse of Nineveh (3:11-19)

The time has come for Nineveh to face divine reckoning for its wick-
edness before the God of the universe. The Assyrians must face the 

reality of the God they ignored and denied when they subjugated and 
mistreated God’s people, Judah. The policies of Nineveh toward the 
nations, especially Israel and Judah, are now coming back to haunt it. In 
this oracle the prophet Nahum will utter a lamentation over Nineveh.

The Conquest of Nineveh 
NAHUM 3:1-7

The prophetic lamentation over Nineveh begins with what is referred 
to as a “woe oracle.” The Hebrew term routinely prefaces oracles that 
involve lamentation or pronouncement of judgment. There are four ele-
ments mentioned in verse 1 that depict the character of Nineveh. Death, 
deceit, plunder, and prey were all found in abundance in Nineveh. The 
culture of Nineveh was characterized by profound human corruption. 

Blood is the first term characterizing the Assyrian capital and its 
culture. The term is a metaphor for a culture of death that reigned 
in Nineveh and throughout the empire. The Assyrians brought death 
to many nations and peoples throughout the ancient Near East. The 
imperial ambitions of Nineveh’s kings subjected countless lives to 
death and destruction as the Assyrian military expansion continued to 
spread ever so widely. Not only did they bring death to many, there was 
also a reigning culture of death in the Assyrian capital itself. Nahum 
exposes Nineveh for its internal corruptions as well as its external 
imperial ambitions. Nineveh had been known as a wicked city since at 
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least the time of Jonah in the eighth century BC. Jonah 1:1 says that the 
word of the Lord came to Jonah: “Go to the great city of Nineveh and 
preach against it, because their wickedness has confronted Me.” God 
had declared divine judgment on the city more than a century before 
Nahum’s oracles against it (Jonah 3:4-10). But Nineveh’s repentance 
during the time of the prophet Jonah delayed the final judgment on 
the city until the time of Nahum. Blood will be spilled in a city of blood. 
Death is coming to a culture of death. 

Not only is Nineveh characterized by a culture of bloodshed, but 
it is also a culture that is “totally deceitful.” Nineveh had a policy of 
deceiving its vassals and enriching itself at their expense. It may have 
promised prosperity, but it produced only misery and oppression for 
all those under its hegemony. An example of Nineveh’s empty promises 
can be seen in Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem in 701 BC. After 
Judah’s King Hezekiah exhibited signs of independence from Assyria, 
King Sennacherib of Assyria responded by invading Judah’s territories 
and besieging Jerusalem itself (2  Kgs 18:13-18). During the siege of 
Jerusalem, Sennacherib’s field general confronted Hezekiah’s officials 
with an offer of false peace. Here is a portion of his statement: 

Don’t let Hezekiah persuade you to trust in the Lord by saying: 
Certainly the Lord will deliver us! This city will not be handed over to 
the king of Assyria. Don’t listen to Hezekiah, for this is what the king 
of Assyria says: “Make peace with me and surrender to me. Then every 
one of you may eat from his own vine and his own fig tree, and every 
one may drink water from his own cistern until I come and take you 
away to a land like your own land—a land of grain and new wine, 
a land of bread and vineyards, a land of olive trees and honey—so 
that you may live and not die. But don’t listen to Hezekiah when he 
misleads you, saying: The Lord will deliver us. Has any of the gods 
of the nations ever delivered his land from the power of the king of 
Assyria?” (2 Kgs 18:30-33)

This is a statement full of lies and distortions intended to deceive the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem into surrendering to Assyria. The Assyrian 
official denied the sovereignty of the Lord over His people Judah. He 
sought to undermine the people’s faith in the word of the Lord as well 
as to undermine their confidence in the leadership of King Hezekiah. 
He made promises that were never intended to be kept. The inhabitants 
of Judah would not experience prosperity. They would only experience 
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systematic oppression if they surrendered. This is an example of the 
propaganda machine that the Assyrian Empire had perfected. It was 
full of deceit. Surely the Lord would make Assyria accountable for its 
policies and actions against Judah, God’s people. Nahum’s message 
confirms the day of reckoning is coming to Nineveh. God will not be 
mocked by any earthly ruler. 

Nineveh was also “full of plunder, never without prey” because it 
successfully ransacked and ravaged so many other nations as it subjected 
them to defeat and deportation. Assyria devoured everything in its path, 
taking advantage of opportunities to enrich itself at the expense of 
conquered peoples. 

Verses 2-3 contain powerful, poetic, and pointed imagery in which 
Nahum calls forth the sights, sounds, and scariness of the coming 
onslaught. It’s as if the prophet can hear the sounds and sights of the 
invasion in progress: the whip, the wheel, the horse, the chariot, the 
horseman, the sword, the spear. These were the common realities of 
war and warfare. The assault is envisioned as happening with lightning 
speed with the use of horses and chariots. Sword and spear highlight 
the lethality of the assault. Many slain and many corpses indicate the 
result of the assault on Nineveh. Because Assyria shed much blood 
throughout the ancient Near East, there would be much bloodshed in 
it when the day of reckoning arrived. This is an awful, gruesome scene 
of human carnage and catastrophe the prophet envisions for Nineveh. 
The numbers of dead bodies will be more than can be counted. People 
will stumble over the dead because there will be so many slain. 

When God’s divine judgment and justice are carried out, no one can 
withstand it. There are no defenses against His divine judgment. There is 
no escaping His divine judgment. People will pay for their sins, whether 
individuals or nations. God’s wrath cannot be placated by people. God 
will punish sinners. The only way to avoid divine punishment is through 
repentance and faith in the divine Word of God: Jesus. Just as Assyria 
in all its greatness did not escape God’s judgment, neither will people 
escape God’s divine judgment today if they do not repent. Jesus warned 
a group of people in Luke 13:3, “Unless you repent, you will all perish 
as well.”

Nahum compares Nineveh to a prostitute and a sorceress in verse 
4. This is not the only place where prostitution and sorcery are cited as 
the justification of divine judgment (see Lev 19:26; 20:5-6; 2 Kgs 9:22-
24; 2 Chr 21:12-15; Jer 3; Ezek 16; 23; Mic 5:10-15). Nineveh had been a 
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prostitute pedaling its prostitution for a long time, and it continued to 
do so. Its prostitutions and sorceries were “continual.” In other words, 
Nineveh habitually practiced spiritual prostitution and sorcery as a matter 
of international policy in its dealings with other nations. 

The metaphor of prostitution is applied to Israel and Judah 
regarding their breaking the spiritual covenant with Yahweh. But for 
Nineveh, prostitution was more of a political metaphor as well as being 
literal. Assyria set aside any semblance of morality and practiced political 
prostitution by selling its military aid for money, enticing poorer, weaker 
nations to ally with them. They also practiced sacred prostitution in their 
religious rituals for the goddess Ishtar. They used a form of political 
sorcery to attract allies, but they also relied on sorcery and superstition 
for guidance.

Nahum asserts it was because of the many harlotries of the harlot, 
beautiful and gracious, “mistress of sorceries” that Nineveh would be 
judged. God takes no pleasure in literal, spiritual, moral, or political 
whoredom by nations or individuals. He characterizes Assyria as an 
attractive prostitute and sorceress who is charming and persuasive in 
her appeal. Nineveh’s harlotry and witchcraft misled nations and tribes 
of peoples throughout the ancient Near East. 

The Lord declares that He is against Nineveh and will expose the 
shame of the prostitute (vv. 5-6). The Lord vows to expose the shame of 
Nineveh to the other nations like one who would expose the nakedness 
of a prostitute. This metaphorical depiction of God’s treatment of 
Nineveh graphically demonstrates the gravity of the sins of Assyria and 
the severity of the divine punishment. 

The reaction from those nations who witness the Lord’s severe 
punishment of Nineveh will be predictable, according to verse 7. 
Onlookers will only be able to state the obvious: “Nineveh is devastated.” 
Nineveh will go from dominance to devastation when the Lord is 
finished punishing its sins. There will be no sympathy for Nineveh, no 
compassion, no comforters. No one will come to her rescue in the day of 
divine judgment. There will be nothing remaining for which to mourn. 
Verse 7 ends with two rhetorical questions: “‘Who will show sympathy to 
her?’ Where can I find anyone to comfort you?” The obvious answer is 
no one, nowhere; no one would have compassion toward the Assyrians 
when they collapsed. 

Let us remember that the reason the demise of Nineveh is good 
news for God’s people is because it signifies an end to a brutal reign of 
oppression that has lasted in varying forms for more than two centuries. 
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Assyria would experience its own brutality. It would taste the bitter fruit 
of its own policies toward other nations. It would know the fear, pain, 
and misery it had inflicted on many others. God’s people would get 
to see the Lord execute justice on their behalf. God is the Judge of 
nations. Rulers do not get away with wrongdoing forever. God knows 
every deed, and He will deal with evildoers according to His standard of 
righteousness and justice. By bringing Assyria to an end, the Lord was 
at the same time showing compassion to His people who had suffered 
greatly under Nineveh’s policies. 

The Comparison with Thebes 
NAHUM 3:8-12

The prophet continues with another rhetorical question in verse 8. The 
answer is implicit in the question. If Thebes had so much protection 
and yet it failed, then Nineveh awaits the same fate. Thebes, located 
about 450 miles south of modern Cairo, was the capital of Egypt’s Upper 
Kingdom for much its history (Brand and England, Holman Illustrated, 
1579). Thebes had natural barriers due to its geographical location that 
made attacking the city particularly challenging. It was on the eastern 
bank of the Nile River and was the center of worship for the Egyptian 
god Amon. The city was situated among a system of rivers and canals in 
and around it that were supplied by the Nile (Roberts, Nahum, 70n8).

Thebes also had a network of allies surrounding it that made attack-
ing the city even more unlikely (v. 9).19 “Cush” is also known as ancient 
Nubia, ancient Ethiopia,20 and modern Sudan. This is the territory 
immediately south of Egypt on the Nile River. During the Twenty-Fifth 
Dynasty (ca. 780–656 BC), Egypt was ruled by kings who were of Nubian 
ethnicity. This is probably why Nahum pairs Cush and Egypt together to 
show the reinforced strength of their alliance. “Put” is most likely a part 
of Libya, Egypt’s neighbor to the west, although its exact identification 
is uncertain.21 These allies formed what appeared to be an invincible 
barrier of protection for Thebes. 

19 Cush is mentioned elsewhere in the biblical prophets, such as Jer 46:9; Ezek 27:10; 
30:5; 38:5.

20 Not to be confused with modern Ethiopia. 
21 In the genealogical sections of Gen 10:6 and 1 Chr 1:8, Put is named as one of four 

sons of Ham who was a son of Noah. In the prophetic literature Put is mentioned in Jer 
46:9; Ezek 27:10; 30:5; 38:5; and Isa 66:9.
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Despite this protection, Thebes was sacked in 663 BC by the Assyrian 
king Ashurbanipal (v. 10). By making this comparison with Thebes, 
Nahum is employing a particularly pointed version of prophetic irony 
precisely because it was Nineveh who overthrew Thebes. If invincible 
Thebes could be overthrown, Assyria should never think it could not 
be overthrown too, especially since Assyria itself was the nation that suc-
ceeded in doing it. There are no invincible nations before God. The 
Lord can always raise a greater nation in the future to conquer today’s 
most powerful nations. God sovereignly rules over the earth He cre-
ated. He sets the times and places for all peoples and nations. They 
all rise and fall according to His divine purpose and plan. Psalm 33:12 
(ESV) says, “Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.” The nation 
or people that trust in the Lord will be blessed by the Lord. Nations who 
do not trust the Lord as their God will suffer complete ruin forever. 

The fate of Thebes was awful according to Nahum. The youngest 
and most vulnerable were destroyed by the Assyrians! This is an example 
of a common practice of not sparing even the youngest lives from the 
sword. To many people in the postmodern world these atrocities are 
unthinkable, yet even today they still happen in warfare. Not only did 
the Assyrians brutally kill countless infants, but the Theban nobles 
were humiliated like prisoners of war. The Assyrians gambled for and 
imprisoned Theban leaders as they devastated the land. 

Nahum proceeds to apply the lesson of the fall of Thebes to the 
Assyrians (v. 11). The metaphor of drunkenness as part of divine 
judgment is also found in Isaiah 19:14 concerning Egypt: “The leaders 
have made Egypt stagger in all she does, as a drunkard staggers in 
his vomit.” Lamentations 4:21 declares judgment on Edom in similar 
words: “Yet the cup will pass to you as well; you will get drunk and 
expose yourself.” Nahum declares that Nineveh’s leaders will be subject 
to the same intoxication of divine judgment. They will try to shield 
themselves from the onslaught by hiding, but nothing they do will save 
Assyria. Their faculties will be so impaired that it will be as if they are 
drunk. Roberts comments, “The metaphor of the drunken woman 
.  .  . should probably be read as an indication that Nineveh’s defenses 
have been breached and that she is naked and open to the abuse of 
her conquerors. That is why she must seek a place of refuge” (Nahum, 
74–75). Sinners suffer from severely impaired reasoning because they 
do not trust in the Lord. They rely on their own unredeemed thoughts 
and become like drunkards when it comes to their choices. In the day of 
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divine reckoning they can only run and attempt to hide. But God is the 
only refuge in the day of distress and judgment. 

Nineveh is ripe for impending judgment from the Lord. In verse 
12 Nahum uses the fig tree as a simile to expose Nineveh’s ripeness. 
Assyria’s defenses are no longer capable of protecting it from disaster. 
Its fortresses are like ripe figs ready to be eaten! Their defenses are ready 
to be overtaken with little or no resistance. The Assyrian Empire has 
become weakened to the point that it will no longer be able to withstand 
armies that come against it. Historically, one reason for the decline of 
Assyria’s strength had to do with the fact that the empire was severely 
overextended and had begun to crumble under its own weight.22 Isaiah 
28:4 uses the metaphor of ripe figs to illustrate the ripeness of Samaria 
for divine judgment during the mid-eighth century BC prior to her fall 
at the hands of Assyria. Samaria’s leaders “will be like a ripe fig before 
the summer harvest. Whoever sees it will swallow it while it is still in his 
hand.” In Mark 13:28-29 Jesus gave a parable about the ripeness of the 
fig tree indicating the Lord’s imminent coming in judgment: 

Learn this parable from the fig tree: As soon as its branch becomes 
tender and sprouts leaves, you know that summer is near. In the same 
way, when you see these things happening, know that He is near—at 
the door!

If the first ripening of the fig tree is an indication of the nearness of 
the Lord’s coming, how much more when the figs have ripened early. 
Nineveh is more than ripe for ruin. Such will be the end of all nations 
and kingdoms that do not honor the Lord as the sovereign God over all 
the earth. Assyria will be eaten alive! In the same way, sinners are ripe 
(and not ready) for the coming judgment. 

Nahum’s message of judgment for Nineveh is good news for God’s 
people and bad news for Assyria. The gospel is to be understood as 
the good news over against the bad news. The bad news is that divine 
judgment is coming for all who do not trust in the salvation of the 
Lord. The good news is that God will judge sinners and He will save the 
righteous. Whoever calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Joel 
2:32; Acts 2:21).

22 For a detailed discussion of the history of the end of the Neo-Assyrian Empire see 
Kaiser, A History of Israel, 367–87.
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The Collapse of Nineveh
NAHUM 3:13-19

Nahum completes his prophetic message against Nineveh by calling 
attention to the weaknesses in the Assyrian military machine (v. 13). His 
reference to the troops being “like women” is not intended as an insult 
toward women. It is a cultural simile describing the failure of courage 
among the members of the Assyrian military. Because of the weakness 
of the military, the defenses of the city are vulnerable to attack. There 
is no ability to resist invaders. Nahum predicts that fire will destroy the 
city gate. The city gate was one of the most important places for defense. 

Nahum goes on to taunt Nineveh in verse 14. This taunting lan-
guage is similar to Nahum’s taunt in 2:1: “Man the fortifications! Watch 
the road! Brace yourself! Summon your strength!” In 3:14 he employs 
five imperatives to make his point of irony that no matter how much 
Nineveh prepares, its demise is inevitable.23 Nahum reveals aspects of 
the process of preparation for an oncoming military attack. The prophet 
rhetorically urges the storing and usage of water and the making of mud 
bricks to build walls and barriers to reinforce their fortresses. 

Verses 15-17 make up a section the theme of which revolves around 
an extended simile regarding fire, sword, and locusts. Despite their 
most valiant efforts, Nahum declares that the fire and the sword will 
consume Nineveh like locusts who consume large fields of food. He 
does not seem to suggest that locusts will devour Nineveh, but it does 
appear that Nahum is saying fire will have the same level of destructive 
force as locusts. In a twist on the usage of the simile, in verse 15b Nahum 
taunts Nineveh to multiply like locusts because he knows that will not 
help Assyria defend itself. Verses 16-17 continue the extended simile, 
comparing the size of the Assyrian regime with a swarm of locusts. “The 
multitude of Assyria’s troops, traders, and officials must have made it 
very difficult for Nahum’s Judean audience to believe his proclamation 
of Nineveh’s imminent fall” (Roberts, Nahum, 75). Nineveh can multi-
ply all the troops it wants, but it will be to no avail. God has decreed the 
collapse of Nineveh and its empire. 

Nahum’s final words are directed to the king of Assyria, although 
Judah—God’s people—are the immediate recipients (vv. 18-19). 

23 J. J. M. Roberts (Nahum, 75) states, “One should note that the imperatives in v. 14 
are all feminine singulars, not the masculine forms found in 2:2, where the Assyrian king 
is given a similar admonition to prepare for an attack.”
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Whether the king of Assyria ever actually knew about Nahum’s prophecy 
concerning him does not ultimately matter because he will get what 
he deserves. The king’s advisors and deputies are unreliable. The ref-
erence to “slumber” and “sleep” probably has to do with the fact that 
his officials are clueless. “The King of Assyria may be oblivious to what 
is happening across his kingdom, but he shall learn of the effects of 
negligence and dissipation on the part of his leadership soon enough” 
(Robertson, Nahum, 127). The reference to the Assyrian people being 
“scattered” recalls the “one who scatters” mentioned by Nahum in 2:1. 
The damage to the king of Nineveh, his people, and the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire will be untreatable and incurable. 

Judah and all the other nations will rejoice over the death of Assyria 
because it will mean an end to the long and bitter experiences of its 
cruel policies (v. 19b). Nahum ends his prophecy with a rhetorical 
question: “Who has not experienced your constant cruelty?” Shelton 
comments concerning the cruelty of Assyrian policies and practices, 

At the time of Nahum’s prophecy every nation on earth 
had experienced, in one degree or another, the barbarity of 
Assyria’s rulers—the exploitation, the oppression, the violence. 
Both the Scriptures and the monuments testify to Assyria’s 
wickedness: their audacious boast of cruelty and of the pitiless 
crushing of nations; the rows of impaled prisoners; captives 
through whose lips rings were fastened, whose eyes were put 
out and who were then flayed alive. (Nahum, 68)

This explains the rationale for Nahum’s prophetic message concern-
ing Nineveh, the capital of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. God will not be 
mocked by individuals or nations. God will judge all nations according 
to His righteousness, and His Word will have the final say in all the 
affairs of humankind.

Reflect and Discuss
1. What constitutes a “culture of death”? Are there any ways that the 

country you live in is similar to Nineveh?
2. How does one recognize deceit in a national leader of your own 

country or of an enemy? Does a Christian have any advantage in 
doing so?

3. Why did Nahum call Nineveh a prostitute? What constitutes spiritual 
or political prostitution today?
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4. Why did God condemn sorcery? What are some subtle forms of sor-
cery being practiced today?

5. Does the country you live in seem invincible today? Why should 
Christians not put their hope in nations and states and leaders?

6. Nineveh was ripe for judgment; Nahum compared Assyria to figs. 
What makes metaphors and parables effective in expressing truth? 
What metaphor could you use with your friends to speak of the 
imminence of judgment?

7. Why does “too big to fail” not apply when God brings judgment on 
an institution or a country?

8. What attributes of God do we learn about through reading the book 
of Nahum?

9. Where is the gospel in the book of Nahum? What are the bad news 
and the good news in the book of Nahum?

10. How might the book of Nahum be applied to current international 
events?
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Introduction to the Prophet Habakkuk 

HABAKKUK 1:1

Main Idea: The prophet reported a dialogue he had with God concern-
ing the sovereignty of God and the wickedness of events on earth.

I. Habakkuk the Prophet
II. Ministry of Habakkuk the Prophet
III. Habakkuk the Prophet Saw
IV. Historical Background

The opening phrase of the book of the prophet Habakkuk contains 
some slight similarity to the opening words of the previous book of 

the prophet Nahum. Both prophets employ two words that are standard 
vocabulary in the prophetic literature. The words translated “oracle” and 
“saw” (or “vision”) are both commonly used by the prophets of the Old 
Testament.24 While both Habakkuk and Nahum use the noun form of 
the word translated “oracle,” Habakkuk’s usage of the word for “vision” 
differs from Nahum’s in that Habakkuk employs the verbal form, which 
is translated “saw” (Hab 1:1). Nahum uses the noun form, which is trans-
lated “vision” (Nah 1:1). Habakkuk 1:1 is translated quite literally in the 
HCSB and ESV: “The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet saw.”

The term oracle indicates the type of literary genre to be expected 
from the prophecy of Habakkuk. The reader would expect his message 
to consist of a series of oracular pronouncements. However, Habakkuk’s 
prophecy actually consists of more than a simple series of oracular 
statements. Habakkuk’s prophecy is a series of oracular dialogues with God. 
These dialogues between Habakkuk and God are anything but simple. 
In fact, they are among the most complex dialogues to be found in the 
Old Testament. “Oracle” translates the Hebrew word derived from a 
verb meaning “to lift up.” The term oracle is used in prophetic literature 
to describe the message from the Lord brought by the prophets (see 
Andersen, Habakkuk, 87). The message of Habakkuk is brought via an 

24 The verb “saw” is found in Amos 1:1; Micah 1:1; in addition to Habakkuk 1:1. The 
noun translated “vision” is found in Obadiah 1:1 and Nahum 1:1.
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intense dialogue with the Lord where the prophet seeks to reconcile 
his understanding of the sovereignty of God with what he sees as the 
incongruous actions of God. This dialogue draws the reader into a 
deeper reflection on the means and methods of God. 

Habakkuk the Prophet
The name Habakkuk might be related to a Hebrew verbal root meaning 
“to embrace” or “to fold the hands (in idleness)” (Prov 6:10) (Koehler 
and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic, 287). It might also be the name for 
a garden plant, Cassia tora. Nothing in the etymology of the name yields 
any helpful information, and the name’s meaning remains uncertain. 
There does not appear to be any significance between the name and the 
contents of Habakkuk’s prophetic oracles. 

Ministry of Habakkuk the Prophet
There is not much information on the prophetic activities of Habakkuk 
outside his oracular dialogue with God recorded in his book. It is clear 
from the contents of his book that Habakkuk stands in the tradition 
of the Old Testament prophets. His prophecy reflects the theologi-
cal, rhetorical, and literary genius found in the other biblical proph-
ets like Isaiah or Nahum or Jeremiah. Whatever his ministry activities, 
it becomes clear that he has the prophetic responsibility to enlighten 
God’s people with an in-depth theological perspective on the events of 
his day. Habakkuk’s struggle must have been representative of his peo-
ple Judah, who were about to incur divine wrath from God through an 
unexpected agent. Habakkuk is a mirror reflecting the struggle within 
the souls of God’s people. The questions, the perplexities, the divine 
answers all stretch the mind (and the theology) of God’s people, both 
then and now. No doubt the ministry of the prophet Habakkuk con-
sisted of much more than we know, but all we can concern ourselves 
with is what’s in his prophetic book. 

Habakkuk the Prophet Saw
What the prophet saw and heard in the presence of the Lord is nothing 
short of profound in its implications. Francis Andersen comments: 

It should be remembered, however, that the prophetic vision 
was an experience in which the prophet typically saw the 
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Lord in the divine assembly (1 Kings 22:19; Isaiah 6; Jer 1:11; 
Ezekiel 1; etc.) and so was able to hear what the Lord said. 
The report of the Lord’s proclamation is then the burden to 
be carried by the prophet to the people from his meeting with 
Yahweh. (Andersen, Habakkuk, 88)

Habakkuk had a vision of the Lord in which he (Habakkuk) was allowed 
to dialogue with the Lord about his struggles and perplexities. While the 
prophet knows that the Lord is sovereign, his daily experience appears 
to reflect something quite different. He is struggling to rightly interpret 
his daily realities. The prophecy of Habakkuk is a deeply personal tes-
tament of a believer’s battle with the disobedience of sinners and the 
doubts of the soul (Andersen, Habakkuk, 88).

The words hearing and seeing are the language of divine revelation, 
and they reflect the concept of understanding. What the prophet 
heard and saw and understood is the message of divine revelation. 
Having been in the presence of the Lord, the prophet has a message 
for God’s people. The prophet Isaiah was in the presence of the Lord 
and received the call to go to God’s people and proclaim the divinely 
inspired prophetic message (Isa 6). What the prophet Habakkuk saw he 
communicated to God’s people. 

Historical Background
Habakkuk’s prophecy deals with the justice of God in light of the wick-
edness of God’s people and the surrounding nations. The prophet 
Habakkuk ministered during the final days of the Assyrian Empire and 
the rise of the Babylonian Empire. This makes Habakkuk a near con-
temporary of the prophet Nahum. Nahum certainly saw the coming of 
the end of the Assyrian Empire, but Habakkuk witnessed the end of 
Assyria and the ascendancy of Babylonia as the new superpower of the 
ancient Near East. 

Scholars disagree as to the date of the prophecy of Habakkuk. 
The best hypothesis is that Habakkuk’s prophecy took place between 
the Babylonian defeat of the Egyptian army at Carchemish in 605 BC 
and Nebuchadnezzar’s first capture of Jerusalem in 597 BC. This is the 
period in which the Neo-Babylonian Empire had begun to establish its 
hegemony throughout the region of Syria-Palestine. This is a period 
of significant political instability among the smaller states of Syria-
Palestine due to the recent collapse of the Neo-Assyrian Empire and the 
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ascendancy of the Neo-Babylonian Empire. Judah was one of a number 
of smaller states struggling to navigate the dangerous political and 
military crosscurrents of the day. The prophet Jeremiah, a contemporary 
of Habakkuk, had also prophesied the demise of Jerusalem at the hands 
of the Babylonians (Jer 1:14). 

Reflect and Discuss
1. What is a prophetic oracle? Does “oracle” represent what’s in the 

book of Habakkuk?
2. How much is known about the prophet Habakkuk? Does that affect 

the meaning or authority of the book?
3. Can you name other biblical prophets who prophesied as contem-

poraries of Habakkuk?
4. What is a prophet? Are there people who fulfill that role today?
5. What foreign nation is represented in Habakkuk’s prophecy? What 

principles and standards did that nation illustrate? Do any of those 
principles and standards show up in your nation?
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The Perplexities of the Prophet Habakkuk

HABAKKUK 1:2–2:20

Main Idea: The prophet Habakkuk is deeply disturbed by the spiritual 
and social state of affairs in the nation of Judah. He expresses his frus-
tration over witnessing human corruption and depravity throughout 
Judahite society, and he appeals to God to do something about it. The 
Lord’s response to Habakkuk’s outcry is completely unexpected. 

I. “What’s Wrong with This Picture?” (1:2-11)
 A. The prophet’s agony (1:2-4)
 B. The divine answer (1:5-11)
II. “What’s Still Wrong with This Picture?” (1:12–2:20)
 A. The prophet’s response (1:12–2:1)
 B. The divine rejoinder (2:2-20)

“What’s Wrong with This Picture?” 
HABAKKUK 1:2-11

The book of Habakkuk begins with a heightened sense of tension 
because things are not the way they ought to be and the prophet 

Habakkuk is deeply troubled by the situation. His prophecy commences 
with what is essentially the question, “What’s wrong with this picture?” 

The Prophet’s Agony (1:2-4)

Habakkuk laments what has become a spiritually and socially dismal state 
of affairs in the society of Judah. “How long, O Lord, must I call, but 
You do not listen . . . ?” (author’s translation). He begins with a lament 
expressed in the form of parallelism in which the prophet has already 
been calling and crying out to the Lord for divine intervention into the 
sinful situation of Judahite society. In his appeal to the Lord for help 
he cries out against “violence!” but the Lord has not responded to him 
(cf. Job 19:7). Even though the prophet cries out for rescue, the God of 
salvation refuses to save. Relief from the violence does not seem to be 
forthcoming. We can sense the deep frustration and perplexity in these 
words of lament. How long must the spiritual and social disintegration 
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of society continue before the Lord does something to stop it? This plea 
is reminiscent of King David in Psalm 13:1  when he pleads, “Lord, how 
long will You forget me? Forever? How long will You hide Your face from 
me?” David’s agony is real, and so is Habakkuk’s agony. 

The prophet has continually sought the Lord for relief from the 
burden of human misery piled up every day in the streets of the cities 
of Judah and in the halls of justice in the land. He has witnessed a 
society that had been falling apart in terms of its moral fabric. From 
the political leaders to the common people, everyone seems to have 
plunged themselves into moral madness. Everyone seems to have 
forsaken the Lord and His covenant with His people. Everyone seems 
to be striving for personal pleasure and self-promotion. At every level 
of Judahite society, sin is rampant. There is doctrinal and covenantal 
unfaithfulness. 

The leaders of the nation have forsaken the law of the Lord and 
instituted their own false righteousness. They have backslidden into 
idol worship—a pattern that had repeated itself throughout Israelite 
history. After the demise of King Josiah, both priesthood and political 
leadership had again become corrupt. The spiritual reforms instituted 
by King Josiah had been short-lived after his death in 609 BC (2 Kgs 
23:29-30). The failure to observe and obey the covenant of the Lord 
would be the primary reason for the eventual downfall of Judah. 

The moral and spiritual bankruptcy of the nation’s leadership also 
sent the people into the downward spiral toward spiritual and moral 
disintegration. There was a culture of immorality, greed, deception, 
hatred, injustice, hypocrisy, oppression, and much more. Habakkuk 
further expresses his agony when he says, “Why do you make me see 
iniquity and cause (me) to look at trouble?” (author’s translation). The 
words translated “iniquity” and “trouble” are in parallel and indicate 
the general depravity of the society in the eyes of the prophet. This 
pair of words is found in Isaiah 59:4 where the prophet exposes the 
chronic injustice in Judah a century before the time of Habakkuk: “No 
one makes claims justly; no one pleads honestly. They trust in empty 
and worthless words; they conceive trouble and give birth to iniquity.” 
Habakkuk is vexed at having to look at trouble and iniquity every day 
when God does not appear to be doing anything about it. 

In the same way, it seems that trouble and iniquity characterize the 
present cultural landscape of our society. It seems as though people go 
on sinning against the commands of God with impunity. One question 
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we should ask ourselves is whether we have the same perspective on 
the sinfulness of human society as Habakkuk. He was disturbed, not 
amused, by the sinfulness of society. Are we amused by the current state 
of our society, or are we profoundly concerned for the consequences of 
sin on humanity? If Christians do not weep over the lostness of society, 
then there is no hope for society. We are the salt of the earth and the 
light of the world according to Jesus (Matt 5:13-16). 

Habakkuk uses several words to describe the condition he sees: 
violence, injustice, wrongdoing, oppression, strife, and conflict. This is 
not a good picture. It underscores the need for divine intervention, 
repentance, and redemption. Every one of these terms characterizes not 
only Habakkuk’s milieu but also our present climate at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century AD. Global jihad and terrorism, mass murder, 
slavery and human trafficking, racial and economic oppression, political 
unrest and upheaval, spiritual deception, moral insanity, and social 
disintegration describe some of the major news headlines of our times. 
In many ways it seems as though the world is spinning out of control. 
People often wonder what will happen next. 

In verse 4 Habakkuk proceeds to articulate the corrosive effects of 
these things on the legal system of the nation. As a result of this state 
of affairs, the law is rendered null and justice is denied. The term law 
could refer to the law of Moses (the Torah) and therefore the priestly 
and prophetic instruction that comes from it, or the term could refer to 
judgments rendered in a law court (Roberts, Nahum, 90). In either case, 
it refers to the instruction of God that has been nullified by the wicked. 
The word translated “ineffective” means “to be numb,” “to be powerless” 
(ibid.). Criminals were succeeding in their schemes everywhere, and the 
righteous were surrounded by it and justice was perverted. The wicked 
have overtaken the righteous and made justice crooked in society. They 
twisted the law, the Word of God, for their own advantage and at the 
expense of the righteous. 

Habakkuk opens his prophecy lamenting the deplorable state of 
Judean society. The prophet’s lament reflects a heart that deeply desires 
to see the Word of the Lord honored by God’s people. He knows 
that God’s blessing will be on Judah if the society honors the Lord 
with obedience to the Word of God. He wants the best even though 
he has witnessed the worst in human behavior. He appealed for God’s 
intervention in order to stop the society’s mad dash to perdition. This 
is the same impulse of every true Christian believer today. We appeal to 
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God for His intervention in our society because we want to see His glory 
honored above all else. Habakkuk’s lament is not only a lament; it is also 
a prayer. Lamenting in prayer is better than just lamenting alone. We 
can learn from this prophet’s example of a lament to God in the form of 
a prayer. When we turn to the Lord and present our complaint to Him 
in faith, He will hear us and respond according to His purpose. Let us 
see how the Lord responded to the prophet Habakkuk in verses 5-11. 

The Divine Answer (1:5-11)

The Lord answers Habakkuk’s complaint, indicating that He cares 
about the concerns of the prophet. The prophet’s complaint reminds us 
of David’s plea for an answer from the Lord in Psalm 4:1, “When I call, 
answer me! O God of my righteousness. Give me relief in distress. Be 
gracious to me and hear my prayer” (author’s translation). The cry for 
relief from the distress caused by the state of Judean society reflects the 
deep sense of agony and even desperation the prophet is experiencing 
in his appeal to the Lord. He wants relief from all that his eyes have had 
to behold of the sinfulness of humanity among the inhabitants of Judah. 

Habakkuk gets an answer from the Lord beginning in verse 5. The 
Lord answers him with three imperatives: “Look,” “observe,” and “be 
astounded.” God’s response to the concerns and complaints will be met 
with utter astonishment from the prophet and everyone else. However, 
if Habakkuk thinks he is getting relief from his distress, he will indeed 
be astounded! God is about to do the unthinkable! 

This speaks of the impossibility of assuming we always know how 
God will deal with the events that happen in this world. Just when we 
think we have everything figured out about God’s purpose, we come to 
learn that His ways are higher than ours. In Isaiah 55:8-9 the Lord says, 

“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My 
ways.” This is the Lord’s declaration. “For as heaven is higher than 
earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts than 
your thoughts.”

What is the unthinkable thing that the Lord is going to do? He will 
employ the Babylonians as His instrument of divine judgment and justice 
against His people Judah. For the prophet this must be preposterous. 
He must be wondering within himself, “What’s wrong with this picture?” 
How did God arrive at the Babylonians as a solution to the problem of 
sin and injustice in Judean society? In response to the prophet’s oracle 
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of lamentation concerning the state of Judean society, the Lord brings 
an oracle of divine judgment that no one would have expected, not 
even Habakkuk himself! The ways of the Lord are surely higher than 
the ways of humankind. God has a recipe for Judean society that will 
certainly purge the land of its unfaithfulness. No one saw this coming! 

The divine oracle continues into an extended metaphorical 
description of the fierce and aggressive nature of the Babylonians. Their 
imperial ambitions exceeded any of their predecessors in the ancient 
Near East, and they had the military and tactical prowess to succeed. In 
verses 6-11 the Lord describes the Babylonian military machine. 

They were hostile (v. 6). They were evidently unconcerned about 
diplomacy. They were instead hostile toward other nations. The words 
bitter and impetuous describe the imperial policies and practices of the 
Neo-Babylonian Empire under the leadership of Nebuchadnezzar  II 
who ruled from 605 to 562 BC. The Babylonian military had evidently 
become battle-hardened and experienced warriors during their years 
of protracted war with the Assyrians from 626 to 609 BC that finally 
resulted in the demise of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. They knew how to 
inflict intense harm on their enemies and had developed a reputation 
for doing so. The word bitter translates a Hebrew word that could also be 
understood to mean “fierce.” This reflects the imagery of the savagery of 
a wild animal that will attack anything (Andersen, Habakkuk, 149).25 The 
parallel word impetuous probably doesn’t mean they would act without 
first thinking or planning, but rather it most likely describes the speed 
and efficiency with which the Babylonian military was capable of deploy-
ing its troops (ibid.). This is a very unsettling prospect for Habakkuk and 
his homeland, Judah. The Babylonians take whatever they want because 
they have the power to do so. They seize lands they have no right to. 

They were haughty (v. 7). Verse 7 indicates that they were a law unto 
themselves. They answered to no one higher. They had their own 
system of justice and rule of law. They did not recognize the territorial 
sovereignty of other nations, nor did they recognize the gods of 
other territories. Their arrogance instilled a level of fear in everyone 
because they had the power to conquer anyone. The Babylonians had 
a leader who was full of himself and fearless as a result. In Daniel 4 
King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon temporarily lost his sanity due to 

25 Cf. the description of David in 2 Sam 17:8. 
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his overweening pride and presumption. When he came to himself, 
Nebuchadnezzar testified, “[God] is able to humble those who walk in 
pride” (Dan 4:37b). 

They were hasty (v. 8). The efficiency and ferocity of their military 
cavalry is articulated in the description in verse 8 comparing the 
swiftness of their horses to “leopards” and their ferocity to “wolves.” In 
fact, they have the reputation of being faster than leopards and more 
ferocious than wolves. This is a devastating combination against enemies. 
Jeremiah, a contemporary of Habakkuk, employs identical language to 
describe the coming judgment at the hands of the Babylonians when 
he says, “Look, he advances like clouds; his chariots are like a storm. 
His horses are swifter than eagles. Woe to us, for we are ruined!” (Jer 
4:13). They were resolute in their assault. They charged ahead with 
reckless abandonment to their mission. They could cover large areas 
of territory in record time. They resembled the “eagle” when it is fixed 
on the attack. Whatever they did would happen so quickly that victims 
hardly had an opportunity to react. 

They were harmful (v. 9). They were known for one objective: 
violence. They sought to inflict the greatest harm on their enemies and 
their victims. The word translated “violence” refers to acts of physical 
aggression resulting in harm. In verse 3 Habakkuk complains that 
violence and oppression are everywhere around him, but now God will 
bring a far worse violence on Judah from the Babylonians. In other 
words, God is going to give Judah a large dose of its own medicine as a 
means of discipline, correction, and judgment. 

They were hardened (v. 10). They were battle hardened and unafraid 
of other nations who had reputations for military might. The words 
mock, joke, and laugh indicate their hardened attitude toward opposition 
in war. They were so tough they mocked, joked, and laughed at their 
opposition. Kings, rulers, and fortresses were easily taken down by these 
soldiers. Undeterred by opposition, they knew precisely how to conduct 
a successful siege against a city and its defenses. This 

refers to the very ancient siege practice of piling up dirt to 
construct earthen siege walls around a besieged city. These 
ramps could be used for bringing up siege machines to make 
a breach in the wall as well as providing an easy approach for 
infantry to attack the wall or exploit any breach made in it. 
(Roberts, Nahum, 97).
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They were skilled in siege warfare and experienced at making war and 
intimidating their enemies. 

They were hellbent (v. 11). The Babylonians were known to sweep 
through like a hurricane-force wind and pass on, having left a heap 
of death and devastation in their path. This is a challenging verse 
to translate, but it seems that one basic idea is that the Babylonians 
trusted in themselves and their superior military might. They idolized 
their own strength. They were hellbent on conquest and trusted their 
own strength to subdue other nations. This made them guilty before 
the true God of the universe who sovereignly rules all things. They 
did not acknowledge God’s sovereignty even though He allowed the 
Babylonians to grow into an empire. They exchanged the truth of God 
for a lie (Rom 1:25) and worshiped themselves as the ultimate power. 
They were guilty before God, and their military strength would be 
relatively short-lived in history. 

While the Neo-Babylonian Empire had defeated the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire and had become one of the greatest powers that had ever been 
seen, they were only a tool in the hands of God. God chose to use them as 
a tool of discipline for His covenant-breaking people. The Babylonians 
could not even begin to understand that the Lord is far more powerful 
than any human empire could ever imagine. Man’s power is temporary, 
but God’s power is eternal. Man’s power is limited, but God’s power is 
limitless. Man’s power is confined to space and time, but God’s power is 
not confined at all. 

“What’s Still Wrong with This Picture?” 
HABAKKUK 1:12–2:20

Let us take a moment to put into twenty-first-century language what the 
prophet Habakkuk must have been thinking in his perplexed mind: 
“The Babylonians? Really?! Why would God want to use them as His 
tool for anything at all? They have a reputation for ruthlessness that 
defies comprehension. How could they be used as an instrument in the 
hands of God when they deserve divine judgment more than anyone 
else?” Something is still seriously wrong with this picture when viewed 
from the prophet’s perspective. Habakkuk’s response is quite revealing, 
for he continues in verse 12 with questions that he is perplexed about, 
which began in verses 2-4. 
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The Prophet’s Response (1:12–2:1)

The eminent biblical scholar Francis I. Andersen offers the following 
comment on Habakkuk’s response: 

Nothing could be more abrupt than the beginning of 
Habakkuk’s second prayer. There is nothing like it anywhere 
else in the Bible. God is not approached with courtesy and 
respect by reverent invocation, as in more decorous prayers. 
(Habakkuk, 175)

The prophet responds with an oracular prayer in which the starting 
point is the eternal nature of God Himself. This is particularly striking 
in light of what he has just learned about God’s plans in time and space. 
Habakkuk begins with a rhetorical question of immense gravitas. Is not 
the Lord eternal? Yes, God is eternal. The rhetorical question speaks to 
the fundamentally immortal nature of God. Because God is eternal and 
immortal, why would He allow His people to be annihilated by another 
people who deserve divine judgment even more than God’s people? 
God is not only acknowledged as eternal but also as holy. 

Habakkuk is struggling to reconcile his theology of God with the 
word of God that has just been revealed to him by God. How does 
God appoint Babylon to execute judgment and punish Judah for its 
sins against God without violating God’s own standard of judgment, 
since God is holy and the Babylonians are worse sinners than God’s 
people, Judah? How can these things be reconciled theologically for 
Habakkuk? Habakkuk has deep theological questions for God in light 
of His revelation of the impending Babylonian invasion. These are not 
questions of doubt, but rather they are questions coming out of a deep 
faith seeking understanding of the deep things of God. Habakkuk first 
has to resolve in his own mind and heart that these things are real and 
that God has actually determined to employ Babylon against His people, 
Judah. 

Once he acknowledges that God has appointed Babylon to punish 
Judah, the prophet will begin the process in earnest of seeking to 
reconcile apparently conflicting theological realities in verse 13. Here 
Habakkuk refers to the Lord as “my Rock,” a metaphor illustrating 
that God is the firm foundation, the support and stability on which the 
faith of the prophet stands. It is the ground for his confidence in the 
character of God. 
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Verse 13. Because of God’s holiness, He is too pure to tolerate “evil,” 
“wrongdoing,” and treachery to be unleashed against God’s people by 
those of a worse character. The prophet seems to be having difficulty 
seeing the justice in such actions on the part of God. It is not consistent 
with the character of God to do such things, the prophet reasons. God is 
holy. God is not unjust. Evil, wrongdoing, and treachery all characterize the 
Babylonians, not God. Habakkuk declares God is too pure to compromise 
with these vices. The word translated “pure” is commonly found in the 
ceremonial realm of Israelite worship. In this usage, “pure” is an adjective 
describing an attribute of God’s nature that is ethically pure (Koehler 
and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic, 369). If all these things are true of 
God, then why would the Lord allow the wicked Babylonians to swallow 
up Judah even though Judah is more righteous? This is incongruent with 
the nature of God, according to the rhetorical questions of the prophet. 

Though Habakkuk is astonished by God’s revelation of coming 
judgment from Babylon, it must be noted that this is not a new thing 
for God and His people. During the eighth century, the prophet Isaiah 
dealt with this issue in Isaiah 10:5-6:

Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger—the staff in their hands is My 
wrath. I will send him against a godless nation; I will command him 
to go against a people destined for My rage, to take spoils, to plunder, 
and to trample them down like clay in the streets.

God has used enemy nations to chastise and discipline God’s people 
when they have acted unfaithfully toward His covenant. This affirms 
that God will judge sin and He will hold sinners accountable for their 
disobedience. This is a reflection of the consistent character of God, 
who loves righteousness and loathes wickedness. 

In his prayer the prophet wrestles with serious theological challenges 
to his faith. His wrestling is honest, blunt, and raw. Sometimes the 
strongest and most mature Christians can find themselves wrestling with 
God just like Habakkuk when it comes to theological mysteries of this 
magnitude. 

Verses 14-16. The prophet now goes into an extended metaphor 
illustrating the vast political and military power God has allowed the 
Babylonians to possess in the earth. This extended metaphor comes 
from the realm of deep-sea fishing. Verse 14 uses a simile to describe the 
plentiful population of humankind that God has created. People are like 
fish and other marine creatures that are very populous and easy to catch. 
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This underscores something of the magnitude of the threat Babylon 
poses not only to Judah but to the entire world of that time. They pose a 
global crisis to the nations because of what the prophet observed about 
them already in verses 8 and 10: “Their horsemen come from distant 
lands. . . . They mock kings, and rulers are a joke to them.” They have 
terrorized the earth, not just Judah. This is why Habakkuk is so deeply 
disturbed and perplexed that God would take such an action. God’s 
action defies the simple theological perspective of the prophet. God 
created the Babylonians just as He created everyone (and everything) 
else. He is always justified to use His creation in any way that accomplishes 
His purpose without needing to explain Himself to anyone. In fact, God 
was gracious to reveal to Habakkuk as much as He did reveal. 

Continuing the fishing metaphor in verse 15, the Babylonians are 
fishermen who haul up huge catches of nations in their net. The verbs 
are vivid: “pull up,” “catch,” and “gather.” This illustrates the process 
of securing a load of fish. They do it with a giant “hook,” “dragnet,” 
“fishing net.” They possess all the tools necessary to haul in the nations 
like fish, and the Babylonians are known for doing so. This is symbolic 
of Babylonian strength and skill to master the nations and exert control 
over the kingdoms. Babylon is the new global bully who imposes its will 
on the community of nations in the ancient Near East. Its victims are no 
match for its prowess. But Babylon is no match for the sovereign God 
who reigns over good and evil nations. 

Their success in capturing many nations brings gladness to them. 
They love the sweet experience of subjugating everyone else, and that 
is why they rejoice, according to the prophet. They not only rejoice, but 
this is the occasion for worshiping their nets (v. 16). They worship their 
own success. Their god is their “dragnet” and “fishing net.” The reason 
is these tools helped to make them wealthy. Babylon had become a 
nation of immense wealth under the leadership of Nebuchadnezzar II. 
He rebuilt and expanded the city, and it was said that it surpassed the 
splendor of every other city during this time in the ancient world (Brand 
and England, Holman Illustrated, 159).

In today’s world there is no shortage of people who worship the work 
of their own hands. Their success is their god. Like the Babylonians, 
they have exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and they worship and 
serve created things rather than the Creator, who is praised forever 
(Rom 1:25). People were created to worship God only, but if they refuse 
to worship Him, they will certainly worship something or someone. 
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Verse 17. The next question Habakkuk poses is whether the wicked 
Babylonians will be allowed to continue their brutal reign of dominance 
over the world. Will God continue to watch Babylon invade nation after 
nation, and especially God’s people, without intervening? The prophet 
is grappling with God’s apparent silence regarding their brutality. The 
question in verse 17 is rhetorical. Will God continue to allow their 
wickedness to go unpunished while they punish everyone else, including 
Judah? It is clear that the prophet is having difficulty reconciling these 
realities in his mind and heart. Habakkuk is being tested to the core 
concerning everything he has believed about God. He is struggling to 
affirm that Babylon’s day of accountability and reckoning is not a matter 
of if, but only a matter of when. This takes us back to the first question 
in verse 2 where Habakkuk cried, “How long?” God will deal with the 
sins of Babylon, but only after He has dealt with the sins of His people, 
Judah. How can Babylon’s wickedness bring about God’s justice? This is 
Habakkuk’s main concern. 

Chapter 2, verse 1. The prophet concludes his response to the Lord’s 
revelation by declaring, “I will stand at my guard post and station myself 
on the lookout tower. I will watch to see what He will say to me and what 
I should reply about my complaint.” This passage is autobiographical 
in nature (Andersen, Habakkuk, 191). Habakkuk resolves to wait for an 
answer from the Lord. It’s as if he sits back with folded arms awaiting 
God’s answer. He exudes a certain confidence that the Lord will answer 
him. Exactly what kind of answer the prophet is expecting is not clear. 
He has to wait on the Lord because he cannot produce a response from 
the Lord on his own. Waiting on the Lord requires faith in the Lord and 
the Word of His promise. 

The location of Habakkuk’s waiting on the Lord’s reply is the 
“lookout tower.” This is an instructive location because it is the place 
where guards are posted to keep watch for security purposes. It 
appears that the prophet Habakkuk, like Ezekiel, may have been a 
literal or figurative watchman (Ezek 3; 33). It is both symbolic and 
significant that the prophet is in the watchtower waiting for the Lord 
to come to him again. The tower was a place of watching and waiting. 
In Ezekiel 3:17 the Lord says to the prophet Ezekiel, “Son of man, 
I have made you a watchman over the house of Israel. When you 
hear a word from My mouth, give them a warning from Me.” So the 
responsibility of the watchman was to warn God’s people whenever 
the Lord warned him. 
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What is Habakkuk expecting to receive from the Lord when He 
replies? What does he think God is going to say? So far the Lord’s word 
has been anything but predictable for the prophet. “The silence of God 
vexed and grieved him, but he knew that there was nothing he could do 
about it. Or rather, all he could do was keep on praying, keep on waiting, 
keep on watching” (Andersen, Habakkuk, 196). This is something of a 
wisdom problem for Habakkuk. Surely God had a greater purpose in all 
these events, but Habakkuk has not yet ascertained it. It will take divine 
wisdom to understand divine action. Habakkuk is struggling for lack of 
wisdom and insight into the ways of God. What is God doing? Only God 
can reveal it to the prophet. 

This scenario also raises the question, What are we to think when 
God does something beyond comprehension? The wisdom of Proverbs 
3:5-6 is instructive in such cases: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, 
and do not rely on your own understanding; think about Him in all 
your ways, and He will guide you on the right paths.” Faith precedes 
understanding, not the reverse. We must trust the Lord even when we 
do not understand everything. The Lord is testing Habakkuk’s trust in 
Him. The Lord did in fact answer him, as we will see in the next verses. 

The Divine Rejoinder (2:2-20)

How long Habakkuk had to wait for the Lord’s reply is not clear 
(Roberts, Nahum, 108). Whatever the length of time, it was probably 
agonizing for the prophet, especially since he had determined to put 
everything else on hold until he heard from the Lord in reply to his 
complaint. God’s response is not based on our terms but on His terms. 
He does not respond according to human timetables but rather His 
own sovereign timetable. In our day we are accustomed to instant every-
thing: instant news, instant food, instant solutions. But this is not the 
way our Creator often works. He requires faith and patience in walking 
with Him. There are very few instant solutions to the challenging reali-
ties of life. Things often do not go the way we plan, and things often 
do not happen as fast as we want. Like the prophet Habakkuk, we must 
learn to exercise patient trust in waiting for the Lord to give an answer 
to whatever we need. Many impatient Christians’ faith fizzles before the 
finish line. We give up on God’s answer to our problems because of our 
impatience. Let us not grow weary because we will reap the blessings of 
patience if we do not quit (Gal 6:9). God’s answer is always worth the 
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wait. Isaiah 30:18 says, “The Lord is a just God. All who wait patiently 
for Him are happy.”

Verses 2-3. The Lord finally answers the prophet, but not the way he 
might have expected. His answer begins with instructions to write down 
the vision and make it legible. In Isaiah 30:8 a similar command is given 
to the prophet Isaiah, whose oracle condemned Judah’s trust in Egyptian 
protection rather than in the Lord’s protection. Habakkuk is instructed 
to make his writing easy to read so that it may be accessible to the most 
people. He is commanded to write the vision the Lord is about to give him 
in preparation for its use at a future time. The vision was to be written so 
that it could be preserved. The importance of the written record of God’s 
word cannot be overstated. In addition to its use at an undetermined 
future date, the written vision itself also pertains to the “end” times. 

The Lord affirms the trustworthiness of the written vision—that it 
will reveal the truth and not lie. It will not lie because God cannot lie 
(Heb 6:18). The fulfillment of the vision may require waiting, but it will 
come to pass at the right time (Hab 3:3b). 

Verse 4. This verse contains two contrasting realities. On the one 
hand, the Babylonians are characterized by their pride and lack of 
integrity. On the other hand, the righteous will live by faith. In the 
first case the Babylonians were full of arrogance and had no regard 
for humility. They had inflated egos. Their agenda was all about them 
and no one else. Their pride and presumption would eventually lead to 
their downfall. Even the Babylonian king was so puffed up that he lost 
his mind at one point in his life (Dan 4). James 4:6 says, “God resists 
the proud, but he gives grace to the humble.” The Babylonians had 
a reputation for arrogance and pride. They were swollen with pride. 
Those who are arrogant lack integrity. There was no uprightness about 
them. They were crooked in their character. 

Verse 4b says, “But the righteous one will live by his faith.” This is a 
complete contrast to the character of the Babylonians. The unrighteous 
will die by their arrogance, but the righteous will live by faith. Isaiah 
26:2, which is a song celebrating the salvation of Judah, contains similar 
language: “Open the gates so a righteous nation can come in—one 
that remains faithful.” Isaiah equates righteousness with the nation that 
remains faithful to the Lord. In other words, those who are righteous 
keep the faith. This is the meaning of Habakkuk’s declaration here in 
verse 4b. Habakkuk 2:4b is also referenced in the New Testament in 
Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11; and Hebrews 10:38. 
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In Romans 1:17 the apostle Paul quotes Habakkuk 2:4b in his 
exposition of the saving power of the Christian gospel. Romans 1:16-17 
is the theme statement for his letter to the Christians at Rome: 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is God’s power for 
salvation to everyone who believes, first to the Jew, and also to the 
Greek. For in it God’s righteousness is revealed from faith to faith, just 
as it is written: The righteous will live by faith.

Paul appropriates Habakkuk 2:4b as the biblical foundation for the gos-
pel. The foundation for righteousness is genuine faith. The righteous 
are those who trust God’s righteousness and not their own righteousness. 
The connection of Romans 1:17 with the original context of Habakkuk 
2:4b is that genuinely righteous faith perseveres in trusting the vision 
from God that the prophet was commanded to write down. That vision 
is synonymous with the word of God. Genuine faith trusts the word of 
God through and through. This is how the righteous would live by faith, 
in contrast to the Babylonians who trusted only in themselves. 

In Galatians 3:11 Paul is making the argument that those who do 
not continuously live in perfect conformity with the law of Moses cannot 
be counted as righteous. 

For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse, because it 
is written: Everyone who does not continue doing everything written 
in the book of the law is cursed. Now it is clear that no one is justified 
before God by the law, because the righteous will live by faith. But the 
law is not based on faith; instead, the one who does these things will 
live by them. (Gal 3:10-12)

In other words, there is no salvation in the law. There is salvation only 
by faith. In connection with the original context of Habakkuk, the righ-
teous persevere in their faith in God, in contrast to the Babylonians who 
only trusted in themselves. In Paul’s day the righteous would live by faith, 
in contrast to those who trust in their own self-righteousness in the law. 

In the Hebrews 10:37-38 passage the writer incorporates elements 
from Isaiah 26:21 and Habakkuk 2:3-4. The immediate context of 
Hebrews 10:37-38 is closer to the original context of Habakkuk 2:3-4 in 
that the writer of Hebrews is addressing the theme of patient endurance 
through suffering. The major difference between Habakkuk 2:3-4 and 
Hebrews 10:37-38 is that in Habakkuk God’s people were going to suffer 
because of their unfaithfulness to the Lord, whereas in Hebrews God’s 
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people were suffering because of their faithfulness to the Lord. J. J. M. 
Roberts has commented, 

Hebrews 10:38, in particular, remains very close to the original 
intent of the Habakkuk passage when the author of Hebrews 
cites Habakkuk in order to encourage despairing Christians, 
to reassure them that God’s promised intervention will surely 
come at its appropriate time. (Nahum, 111)

Verse 5. The Babylonians have become intoxicated with their own 
pride, presumption, imperial ambitions, and insatiable appetite for 
more power. “Wine,” in addition to the inflated ego mentioned in 
verse 4, has betrayed the Babylonian leader into thinking Babylon 
is invincible. The more he takes, the more he wants. His appetite is 
never satisfied. Babylon is compared to “Sheol.” Proverbs 30:15b-16 
says, “Three things are never satisfied; four never say, ‘Enough!’: Sheol; 
a childless womb; earth, which is never satisfied with water; and fire, 
which never says, ‘Enough!’”Sheol is an Old Testament term for the grave 
and is synonymous with death. The Babylonians have no self-control, 
and neither does their leader Nebuchadnezzar II. They will never stop 
devouring everything in their path. They will devour Judah because of 
its sins, but God will stop them at His appointed time. 

While the prophet Habakkuk has been given bad news of impending 
judgment on Judah for the many sins about which the prophet 
complained in 1:2-4, there will be judgment for the Babylonians as well. 
These judgments are written in the form of five woe oracles in verses 
6-20. “The set of five ‘woe oracles’ constitutes the speech to be delivered 
by ‘the reciter’ from the vision written on the tablets” (Andersen, 
Habakkuk, 225). The five oracles share the common theme of divine 
judgment on Babylon for all its deeds. Habakkuk can be assured that 
God will hold the Babylonians accountable for all their sins as a nation. 
In the first woe oracle (vv. 6-8) Babylon will be plundered by those it 
had plundered; in the second woe oracle (vv. 9-11) their security will 
become unsecured; in the third woe oracle (vv. 12-14) their civilization 
will be replaced with devastation; in the fourth woe oracle (vv. 15-17) 
their glory will be turned to shame; and in the fifth woe oracle (vv. 18-
20) their idols are exposed as worthless in light of the Lord who is the 
one true God. 

The plunderer will be plundered (vv. 6-8). Verse 6a transitions into a 
rhetorical question that is intended to set up the woe in this oracle. The 
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rhetorical question contains three words that prepare the reader for 
the content of all five oracles. All the nations who had been confiscated 
by Babylon’s imperial ambitions will have their say against the nation. 
They will “taunt” Babylon with “mockery and riddles.” The word taunt is 
used in Micah 2:4 to refer to the ridicule spoken against the recipients 
of divine judgment. In Psalm 44:14 Israel complains to God that its 
calamity has become a taunt or a joke among the nations. Mockery is related 
to the verb “to scorn” (Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Hebrew and English, 
539). Riddles refers to enigmatic or perplexing sayings and together 
with taunts and mockery forms the idea of Babylon becoming the joke 
or byword of the nations it once terrorized (ibid., 295). O. Palmer 
Robertson has commented, 

Israel itself had been warned that if it did not keep the 
commandments of God, it would become the object of taunts 
among all the nations of the earth (Deut. 28:37; 1 K. 9:7). 
Now the Lord declares that the day shall come when all those 
nations whom the Chaldeans have bullied shall mock their 
conqueror. (Nahum, 185)

Verses 6b-8 contain the first oracle of woe against Babylon. The 
Babylonians have ruthlessly taken wealth not rightly belonging to them. 
As a result, the day will come when nations that remain will come to collect 
what was rightly theirs. Like creditors who come to collect their goods, 
they will plunder the Babylonian plunderers. What the Neo-Babylonian 
Empire has done to the nations it conquered will be done to it. 

God does not forget the evil that men do. Neither individuals 
nor nations get away with wrongdoing. He will exact the appropriate 
punishment at the appointed time (v. 3). These Babylonian practices are 
eerily similar to many practices used in modern societies where lenders 
use excessive interest payments and exploitative lending practices to 
cripple and take advantage of those who are financially vulnerable. In 
our society there is no shortage of lending institutions that use deceptive 
marketing practices to lure unwitting customers for the purpose of 
making as much money as possible and to take as much as they can get 
away with from honest, hardworking people. Proverbs 14:31 says, “The 
one who oppresses the poor person insults his Maker, but one who is 
kind to the needy honors Him.”

The secure will become unsecured (vv. 9-11). The second woe oracle 
charges Babylon with using ill-gotten wealth to build security against 
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the threat of disaster. The theme of ill-gotten wealth in this second 
oracle builds on the first oracle, which dealt with Babylon having taken 
what did not rightfully belong to it (6b). The Babylonians not only 
employed force but also fraud to enrich themselves. They practiced 
the exploitative imposition of crippling tribute on conquered nations 
(Andersen, Habakkuk, 240). The success and security they intend to 
achieve will not happen. All their security will become unsecured 
when what they have done to other nations is done to them. Disaster 
will surely reach them. Whoever lives on ill-gotten gain will be put to 
shame. Verse 10 is similar to Proverbs 1:18-19: “But they set an ambush 
to kill themselves; they attack their own lives. Such are the paths of all 
who make profit dishonestly; it takes the lives of those who receive it.” 
The Babylonians have sinned against themselves in that dishonest gain 
is self-defeating. 

Verse 11 is reminiscent of the phrase “If walls could talk.” “Here 
the rafter is not responding to the stone; it is joining in, making an 
antiphon. The wood and stone bear united witness against the tyrant” 
(Andersen, Habakkuk, 241). The stolen wealth with which Babylon built 
its empire will cry out against it. Roberts aptly comments, 

Two witnesses continue to cry out against the oppression of 
the Babylonian, even after he has cut off many peoples. The 
city built on oppression will not be secure, for even if the 
accusing voice of the oppressed peoples is suppressed, the 
very stones and beams of which the city is constructed will 
take up their cry, and the implication is that God will not 
ignore indefinitely such a continuous cry (cf. Gen 18:20-21). 
(Roberts, Nahum, 122)

This outcry for justice from the inanimate stones and rafters is remi-
niscent of Genesis 4:10 where, in the aftermath of Cain’s murder of his 
brother Abel, God said, “What have you done? Your brother’s blood 
cries out to Me from the ground!” God hears the cry for justice, and He 
will defend justice by punishing injustice. 

Their civilization will be replaced by devastation (vv. 12-14). Bloodshed 
and injustice were the foundation of the Neo-Babylonian Empire. 
When a civilization is built on a foundation of violence and injustice, it 
has already sowed the seeds for its own eventual destruction. Proverbs 
14:34 says, “Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a disgrace to 
any people.” Tyrants build their kingdoms on violence, oppression, 
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deception, abuse, fear, intimidation, confusion, uncertainty, revenge, 
cronyism, corruption, and the like. God will cause the forced labor 
of the oppressed to become the fuel for a fire that will burn down the 
civilization. All the hard labor spent to build the corrupt civilization 
will not save it in the day of divine judgment. All the effort and labor 
will have been wasted. 

Habakkuk in verse 14 says, “For the earth will be filled with the 
knowledge of the Lord’s glory, as the waters cover the sea.” This has been 
a difficult verse for many scholars to understand in relation to verses 12-
13. Perhaps the glory of the Lord will be seen in the judgment that the 
Lord will bring on the Neo-Babylonian Empire by using Cyrus and the 
Persian Empire to conquer them. God’s glory will be on display when 
He brings down the tyrant Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians. “Only 
when the problem of the wicked is resolved will the glory of God fill the 
earth. Only when righteous judgment rewards the wicked according to 
their deservings will true knowledge of God’s holiness shine forth in all 
its splendor” (Robertson, Nahum, 198).

Their glory will be turned to shame (vv. 15-17). Babylon in its imperial 
ambitions made the nations drink from the metaphorical cup of its 
anger. The metaphor of drunkenness is powerful because it illustrates 
the hideous nature of Babylonian imperial aggression. The oppressor 
sought to intoxicate and then rape, ravish, and systematically strip away 
everything of value from the nations it conquered. Babylon’s purpose 
was to expose all the riches and wealth of the nations so it could take 
all that away. The Babylonians were a nation of predators always seeking 
prey; they had an insatiable appetite for plunder (cf. Nah 3:1). Inducing 
the nations to drunkenness made them weak and vulnerable to attack. 
The metaphor of nakedness indicates the shame, humiliation, and 
destitution brought on by the Babylonian onslaught. But God will turn 
the Babylonians’ glory to shame. What the Babylonians aspire to and 
expect will be shockingly reversed. They will become drunk and exposed 
in the same way they have done to others because of the cup of the 
Lord’s wrath. They will be overwhelmed by the violence with which they 
overwhelmed other nations. This is a stunning reversal of expectations 
for Babylon and its king. Babylon will receive what it deserves because 
God is just. One cannot resist seeing the eschatological implications 
of divine judgment against Babylon. In the future Babylon will be 
ultimately judged by the Lord according to the angelic announcement 
in Revelation 18:2-3: 
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He cried in a mighty voice:
It has fallen, Babylon the Great has fallen! She has become a 

dwelling for demons, a haunt for every unclean spirit, a haunt for 
every unclean bird, and a haunt for every unclean and despicable 
beast. For all the nations have drunk the wine of her sexual 
immorality, which brings wrath. The kings of the earth have committed 
sexual immorality with her, and the merchants of the earth have grown 
wealthy from her excessive luxury.

In Habakkuk’s time the Neo-Babylonian Empire would be judged by the 
Lord for its brutal attempt at world domination. The prophet can rest 
assured knowing that, even though God would employ the Babylonians 
as a tool of discipline against Judah, it was only for the redemptive pur-
pose of purging the evil from among His people and not ultimately to 
destroy His people. In the future, however, God will ultimately destroy 
Babylon. 

Their idols are worthless before the Lord (vv. 18-20). The Babylonians 
were known for their worship of the god Marduk, the chief deity of 
the Babylonian pantheon. But Habakkuk exposes the reality of idols 
and idol worship. Idols, including Marduk, were only a creation of 
depraved human imagination. Idols represent gods that do not exist. 
The prophet begins the final woe oracle with a rhetorical question, the 
answer to which is negative (Roberts, Nahum, 126). What use is an image 
after the craftsman has finished making it? Absolutely none! The idol 
cannot speak. It cannot move itself. It has no breath in it. It cannot save. 
So what’s the point? The one who created the idol trusts in the idol, 
so it is all in the mind and heart of the worshiper. Humans have been 
imagining idols to be real since time immemorial. But this does not 
make idols true. Habakkuk calls the idol “a teacher of lies.” The lies are 
all in the mind of the idolatrous believer. The prophet Isaiah has one of 
the most vivid descriptions of the folly of idolatry:

All who make idols are nothing, and what they treasure does not profit. 
Their witnesses do not see or know anything, so they will be put to 
shame. Who makes a god or casts a metal image for no profit? Look, 
all its worshipers will be put to shame, and the craftsmen are humans. 
They all will assemble and stand; they all will be startled and put to 
shame. 

The ironworker labors over the coals, shapes the idol with 
hammers, and works it with his strong arm. Also he grows hungry and 
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his strength fails; he doesn’t drink water and is faint. The woodworker 
stretches out a measuring line, he outlines it with a stylus; he shapes it 
with chisels and outlines it with a compass. He makes it according to a 
human likeness, like a beautiful person, to dwell in a temple. He cuts 
down cedars for his use, or he takes a cypress or an oak. He lets it grow 
strong among the trees of the forest. He plants a laurel, and the rain 
makes it grow. It serves as fuel for man. He takes some of it and warms 
himself; also he kindles a fire and bakes bread; he even makes it into a 
god and worships it; he makes an idol from it and bows down to it. He 
burns half of it in a fire, and he roasts meat on that half. He eats the 
roast and is satisfied. He warms himself and says, “Ah! I am warm, 
I see the blaze.” He makes a god or his idol with the rest of it. He bows 
down to it and worships; he prays to it, “Save me, for you are my 
god.” Such people do not comprehend and cannot understand, for He 
has shut their eyes so they cannot see, and their minds so they cannot 
understand. No one reflects, no one has the perception or insight to 
say, “I burned half of it in the fire, I also baked bread on its coals, I 
roasted meat and ate. I will make something detestable with the rest of 
it, and I will bow down to a block of wood.” He feeds on ashes. His 
deceived mind has led him astray, and he cannot deliver himself, or 
say, “Isn’t there a lie in my right hand?” (Isa 44:9-20)

Isaiah gives one of the clearest expositions of the folly of idolatry in the 
Bible. This is why Habakkuk says in verse 19, “Woe to him who says to 
wood: Wake up! or to mute stone: Come alive!” The idol worshiper can-
not even realize that his idol is nothing more than a fantasy. Babylon was 
blinded by its own idolatry, and in due time it would incur the divine 
consequences of trusting its false gods. 

Verse 20. The prophet contrasts the vanity of idols with the awesome 
presence of the one true God. “But the Lord is in His holy temple; let 
everyone on earth be silent in His presence.” What a fitting doxology to 
the dialogue between the Lord and the prophet! The Lord is not mute, 
dumb, deaf, and powerless like the idol gods. He is enthroned in His 
temple. He is reigning over the universe He created. He is sovereign in 
all things. God is in control even when everything and everyone seems 
out of control. The whole world should be in silent reverence before His 
holy presence. The Lord’s presence in His temple means that He has 
not forsaken His people. His apparent silence should not be mistaken 
for abandonment of Judah (1:2). He will act to fulfill His purpose at the 
appointed time (2:3). 
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Habakkuk began his dialogue with the Lord in the form of a 
frustrated complaint about the state of affairs in Judah and God’s 
apparent silence about it. Now the prophet is hushed in reverential 
awe before the Lord in His temple (Robertson, Nahum, 211). When we 
find ourselves in the presence of the Lord in worship, it can profoundly 
transform our perspective on all things in this world. When vexed by the 
sinfulness of society, Christians must go to the house of the Lord and 
worship Him in order to gain the strength, wisdom, and insight we need 
to rightly understand the world we are passing through as sojourners. 

These five woe oracles form the vision that Habakkuk was 
commanded to write as an answer to resolve the questions of his 
perplexed mind. 

Reflect and Discuss
1. What was Habakkuk’s emotional state when he asked God, “How 

long?” Have you ever asked God, “How long?” What was the issue 
for you?

2. Have you ever been frustrated with God’s timing? Read 2 Peter 3:9. 
How are God’s timing and His patience related?

3. Why was Habakkuk so upset with God’s first answer in 1:5-11?
4. Have you ever received an answer from God that you did not like? 

Have you read clear teachings in the Bible that you disagree with? 
How did you resolve the issue?

5. What is the difference between doubting God and waiting to under-
stand God’s purposes? Can you give an example of each from the 
Bible? From yourself or people you know?

6. Habakkuk 2:4b says, “The righteous one will live by his faith.” What 
does this mean?

7. Have you ever seen people “get a taste of their own medicine” or 
“fall into their own traps”? How did that make you feel? Did you 
ever take it as a warning for yourself?

8. What idols do people worship today? In what ways are they power-
less and foolish compared to God?

9. What does Habakkuk teach us about the gospel in chapters 1 and 2?
10. What does God reveal to Habakkuk (and us) about Himself in chap-

ters 1 and 2?
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The Piety of the Prophet Habakkuk 

HABAKKUK 3:1-19

Main Idea: The prophet Habakkuk offers a prayer wherein he resolves 
to trust in the sovereignty of God’s mysterious ways of dealing with the 
human predicament.

I. The Priestly Convocation (3:1-2)
II. The Psalm of Exaltation (3:3-15)
III. The Prophetic Consolation (3:16-19)

The Priestly Convocation 
HABAKKUK 3:1-2

Habakkuk 3 begins with a title indicating that this is a prayer of the 
prophet. The title includes the musical term Shigionoth, which 

probably refers to a type of song. It is found once in the book of Psalms 
in 7:1, though the meaning of the term is unknown. It is fitting that 
Habakkuk’s profound dialogue with God in chapters 1–2 now rises into 
prayer and worship, especially coming after 2:20, in which the Lord 
is enthroned in His holy temple. Prayer is the proper response of the 
prophet to all he has learned from the Lord. After being astounded 
by the plans of the Lord, what more should the prophet do except to 
submit to the Lord in prayer? We should learn from Habakkuk when we 
encounter perplexing realities. 

Verse 2 begins the prayer, which is most likely in the form of a song. 
The prophet confesses that he has heard the report about the Lord, but 
now he stands in awe of the works of the Lord. It’s as if he were saying, “I 
heard, but now I see!” In terms of understanding, it’s one thing to hear 
but quite another to see. His challenging dialogue with God has given 
him a deeper knowledge and understanding of the ways of God. He has 
come through this experience having been changed by his encounter 
with the Lord. This is reminiscent of Job’s confession to the Lord in 
Job 42:5-6, where he says, “I had heard rumors about You, but now my 
eyes have seen You. Therefore I take back my words and repent in dust 
and ashes.” Habakkuk has grown in maturity in the faith. What he has 
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learned about God leaves him in awe. The prophet has begun his prayer 
by acknowledging the awesome nature of God. 

Next, he issues a threefold petition before the Lord that culminates 
in the appeal for mercy on behalf of God’s people. He asks the Lord to 
revive His work, reveal it to His people, and remember mercy through it all. 

Habakkuk calls on the Lord to revive His work. God’s work apparently 
was quickly forgotten after the reforms of King Josiah of Judah. Whereas 
Habakkuk was distraught before when he first heard God’s plan to deal 
with the sinfulness of Judean society, now he implores the Lord to do what 
He has revealed He would do with Judah. This is a complete change from 
Habakkuk’s earlier apprehensions. He only asks that the Lord remember 
to be merciful amid the execution of His rightful wrath against sinners in 
Judah. Wrath is that attribute of God wherein He rightly exercises divine 
punishment for sin. The prophet intercedes for mercy because his heart 
has been enlightened to the need for God’s divine justice in Judah. What 
a profound prayer! In wrath remember mercy! Without mercy, God’s 
wrath would completely destroy God’s people. Without mercy, there 
would be no opportunity for sinners to receive grace. Mercy tempers 
justice. The prayer for mercy is appropriate for Christians to pray today 
for the church and for the world. 

The Psalm of Exaltation
HABAKKUK 3:3-15

Verses 3-15 are poetic in genre and consist of three divisions. 
Verses 3-7 are written in third person and form the first account of 

God’s mighty deliverance of His people. One might expect this portion 
of the poem to begin with the Lord coming from heaven to earth to 
deliver His people. Instead, He comes from the geographical southern 
region of Sinai and “Teman.” Teman was in the region known as Edom, 
but the name came to mean “south” because it was located far south 
of Israel (Roberts, Nahum, 132). Habakkuk is referring to the exodus 
event when God delivered His people from Egypt and led them in Sinai. 
Another significance of this statement may be that God comes from an 
unexpected direction to deliver His people. This would be consistent 
with Habakkuk’s experience: that God did the unexpected in order to 
deal with the society of Judah. “Mount Paran” is an ancient designation 
for the Sinai wilderness. 
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Theophany and terror are the two words that best describe the 
picture given us in verses 3b-7. The Lord will come in great splendor 
and glory, which will be seen everywhere in heaven and on earth. 
His appearing will be accompanied by two terrible weapons: plague 
and pestilence. His coming shakes the earth like a huge earthquake; 
everything and everyone will be shaken. His coming in judgment and 
deliverance will have cosmic effects, not just earthly. 

Verses 8-11 are written in second person and describe the cosmic 
battle where the Lord, the divine warrior, overcomes the cosmic powers. 
The Lord will overcome the powers of darkness. The rivers, mountains, 
seas, sun, and moon will all be affected by the Lord’s victorious coming 
in judgment against sinners and deliverance for His people. This 
eschatological language not only anticipates the Lord’s coming in 
Habakkuk’s near future but also the day of the Lord at the end of time. 
The standing still of the sun and moon reminds us of Joshua 10:12-14, 
where the Lord made the sun and moon stand still for an entire day 
while Joshua and the Israelites defeated the Lord’s enemies. 

These are words and images of comfort for Habakkuk because 
he knows that God is faithful to deliver His people and defeat His 
enemies. The prophet has the assurance of victory over all the problems 
he complained about at the beginning of his prophecy. We have the 
assurance that God will act on behalf of His people today because He 
has acted on behalf of His people in history. 

Verses 12-15 continue the depiction of God as the divine warrior 
who defeats His enemies and brings salvation to His people. While 
verses 8-11 appear more cosmic in nature, verses 12-15 appear more 
historical. This part of the poem is focused on the leader of the enemies 
of God’s people, the king of Babylon. There are six declarations of the 
Lord’s victorious power over His enemies:

• “You march across the earth with indignation” (v. 12a).
• “You trample down the nations in wrath” (v. 12b).
• “You come out to save Your people” (v. 13a).
• “You crush the leader of the house of the wicked” (v. 13b).
• “You pierce his head with his own spears” (v. 14).
• “You tread the sea with Your horses” (v. 15).

The Lord’s wrath is directed against the nations that oppressed His peo-
ple. He totally defeats the cosmic and earthly powers in order to save 
His people Judah. It may sometimes seem like a long time in coming, 
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but God will act on behalf of His people with great power and victory. 
The Lord is exalted because He is the Savior of His people in every 
generation. 

The Prophetic Consolation 
HABAKKUK 3:16-19

These final verses of Habakkuk contain some of the most beautiful and 
profound words ever written. James Montgomery Boice wrote, 

What is it that makes this chapter, and particularly the final 
verses, so forceful? In my judgment it is the courageous way in 
which Habakkuk embraces all the calamities he can imagine 
and nevertheless triumphs over them in the knowledge and 
love of his Savior. (Minor Prophets, 433)

In verse 16 Habakkuk reports his personal response to all that has been 
revealed to him by the Lord. It is not clear whether the prophet is refer-
ring to the coming attack on Judah (1:5-11) or the divine theophany 
(3:3-15). I think both these cataclysmic events are behind his response 
when he experiences great emotional and physical trauma at the hear-
ing of the sound of approaching judgment. It is not clear whether he 
is literally hearing the sound of the approaching invaders or if he is 
anticipating their arrival at some point in the future. In either case, the 
profound sense of dread can be felt in his statement of resolve in verse 
16: “Now I must quietly wait for the day of distress to come against the 
people invading us.” He waited on the Lord’s answer in 2:1, and now he 
will wait for the fulfillment of that answer in the future. 

Waiting on the Lord is often not easy for us because only the Lord 
knows exactly how long He will take to fulfill His promise. Since God 
is not confined to time and space as we are, it can be challenging for 
us to wait, not knowing how long. This is where our faith in God is 
tested the most. Do we trust God no matter how long it takes? Are we 
willing to persevere in faith to the end? Do we still trust God, even if the 
fulfillment of His promise doesn’t happen in our lifetime? Habakkuk 
has resolved in his heart that he will trust the Lord whatever happens.

Though the fig tree does not bud and there is no fruit on the vines, 
though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there 
are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will triumph 
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in Yahweh; I will rejoice in the God of my salvation! Yahweh my Lord 
is my strength; He makes my feet like those of a deer and enables me to 
walk on mountain heights! (vv. 17-19)

The prophet has come a long way on his spiritual journey from 
complaint to contentment. In the beginning of his prophecy Habakkuk 
was deeply disturbed by all he had seen around him in Judean society. 
But now after seeing his Savior coming in His splendor, he has become 
deeply determined to trust in the Lord. Habakkuk will rejoice in the 
good news of God our Savior even though there is bad news for Judah. 
The good news is that God is faithful even when we are not faithful. 
Like Habakkuk, we can also walk on the heights when we put our trust 
in the sovereignty of our God who reigns over all the nations of the 
earth. When the Lord is our strength, we can rise above the troubles of 
this world and say like Habakkuk, “He enables me to walk on mountain 
heights!”

Verse 19b. The colophon at the end of the verse contains musical 
instructions for the director of music. This indicates that chapter 3 is 
also a musical piece. No further information is given. 

Conclusion 
The prophecy of Habakkuk is one of the most challenging and engaging 
books in the Bible. The issues Habakkuk treats are profound and com-
plex. There are no easy answers to be found in the book of Habakkuk. 
It demands serious prayer, thoughtful reflection, and persistent read-
ing over and over again to attempt to understand the truths that are 
contained in this prophecy. Yet, for the Christian who dares to take the 
challenge, the spiritual rewards can be immense. Habakkuk’s proph-
ecy contains deep truths of the gospel that few Christians venture to 
understand. Contained within his oracles is the gospel according to the 
prophets of the Old Testament. Though at first Habakkuk struggled to 
understand the ways of God, he would come to a point of total surren-
der after receiving the word of God in a vision from God. Habakkuk’s 
journey is the journey of every believer who seeks more than a mere 
simplistic knowledge of God and superficial faith in God. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. Is Habakkuk 3 a prayer, a song, or both? Do you know any songs that 

are also prayers?
2. Where were Teman and Mount Paran located geographically? What 

is the significance of God coming from that direction?
3. How would you teach about the wrath of God in your small group?
4. How would you teach about the mercy of God in your small group?
5. How do you pray for your enemies—for wrath, or for mercy?
6. How do we gain comfort and encouragement from images of God 

as the victorious divine warrior? How does that image relate to 
Christ as the Lion and Lamb in Revelation?

7. What was Habakkuk’s resolve? What do you do to keep your faith 
strong while you are waiting for an answer from God?

8. What kind of response did Habakkuk have to the thought of the 
coming judgments? What have you read in Scripture that affects 
you the most deeply?

9. Why would Habakkuk rejoice even though there is bad news for 
God’s people?

10. How has Habakkuk’s attitude changed from chapters 1 and 2? What 
changed him—was it more information or a change of heart?
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