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Two years ago during Advent I started what has become an occasional series on the Minor prophets – then I talked about Christ as “The Prophet”

What is a prophet? One who speaks the words that God gives him

What are the Minor prophets? The 12 shorter books at the end of the OT that provide us with a record of God’s dealings with his people from the end of Solomon’s reign in about 960BC down to the last scriptures before the New Testament written around 420BC  - In other words, they were written over a period of about 500 years.

At the beginning of the period Solomon’s kingdom divided into Israel and Judah and God sent “My servant’s the prophets” to turn the two kingdoms from their wicked ways and to warn them what would happen if they continued in wickedness. 

2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 
· We saw in the first sermon that God is a God who values relationships. In Obadiah God warns Edom (Esau) of their destruction because they attacked their brother, Israel and Judah. 

· In fact this emphasis on relationships – how we behave to one-another; how we behave to the poor and those less well off than ourselves; how we relate to God himself; but above all how God cares for people is a consistent theme throughout the Minor Prophets

· In the second sermon about the book of Hosea we saw God warning the Northern Kingdom Israel about its unfaithfulness and promising gracious restoration if only they would let him work on them. They sowed the wind and reaped the whirlwind, God sowed both destruction and grace. 

· In the third sermon on the book of Joel, which was addressed to Judah the main theme was that God is in control. God is always in control. Past: Present and Future: God is in Control

· With Amos it was back to God using one of his ‘servants the prophets’ to speak to the Northern Kingdom Israel. Prepare to meet your God: It is a message of condemnation, of promised punishment and yet also of restoration in the future.
· Jonah was next and it is addressed to Ninevah – the capital city of Assyria … we usually remember Jonah for the whale, but what is really about is God having mercy on those who repent.
· Micah was next and was my most recent sermon in the series. It is addressed to both the Northern Kingdom and Judah. To both kingdoms was promised destruction for wickedness, then restoration and the coming King.

There are 12 Minor Prophets so now I am just over half-way. On the 7th of 12 Minor Prophets – Nahum 

So far we have had endless warnings to God’s people both the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah – and yes to Ninevah itself, but as Jonah tells us, the people of Ninevah repented. 

However, The Northern kingdom of Israel did not repent and in 722BC it was destroyed by Assyria – that same Assyria whose capital was Ninevah. 

Other prophets, including Isaiah and Micah in particular had warned over and over again that Israel would be destroyed. And they were. So now we come to Nahum.  This gives us a handle on when we are talking about. Isaiah, Micah and Nahum were all prophesying around the same time. In fact there are several similar messages from them. The quote on the front comes from Nahum but you probably know it better from Handel’s Messiah - that better known version of it comes from Isaiah52:7 – the voice of him calling “your king reigns”
Some have called Nahum the prophet of doom because on the face of it this is what it is. As we read it we see a continual attack on Assyria and its capital Ninevah in particular. 3 chapters with a total of 47 verses and all but 3 of them are describing the destruction of  Ninevah (and one of those 3 is verse 1 that tells us who the prophet is) 

Some have said of Nahum “He is the prophet of Doom who finished what Jonah started – the destruction of Ninevah” That seems a strange thing to say because while Jonah did prophesy that Ninevah would be destroyed, they listened to him and repented. Now they are to be destroyed – because of their Godlessness. 

I said one of the three verses that are not prophesying condemnation is verse 1 that tells us more-or-less all that we know about Nahum

“A burden concerning Ninevah, The book of the vision of Nahum the Elkoshite” we know his name and where he probably came from – a village near Galilee. We infer from the many points of coincidence between Nahum and Isaiah, that he was born in Galilee during the Assyrian invasions, and that he emigrated to Judah, where he lived and prophesied. Nothing else whatever is known of the circumstances of his life.

What the book is about as I have said is the destruction of Ninevah. The book divides into 3 chapters 

· in Nahum 1:1-15 the divine purpose to inflict judgment upon this oppressor of Israel; 

· in Nahum 2:1-13 the joyful news of the conquest, plundering, and destruction of Nineveh; 

· in Nahum 3:1-19 is the guilt and inevitable ruin of Ninevah. 

These are all depicted with impressive pictorial imagery and clarity. Nahum wrote at least part of this book in 612 BC. The city was actually destroyed in 609 BC. Quite certainly Nahum saw his prophecy fulfilled

You might ask me – what on earth has the destruction of a pagan empire some 26 hundred years ago to do with us now? In particular, how is John going to go from that event to an Advent sermon? What has this got to do with how we prepare for Christmas? What has all this to do with the Title “"The Father's Good Pleasure"?

 Much of the Old Testament prophecies are to do with the coming of the Messiah. What they frequently failed to recognise was the two comings of Christ. It is like looking up at the mountains – you can see the peaks clearly, but when you start climbing, you realise that what you are climbing is merely the nearest range. When you get there, there is another range yet to come. Bethlehem and the stable celebrate the first coming of Jesus, born as a baby. The next range that they couldn’t see clearly is the second coming of Christ as King


Now, although this prophecy neither closes with a Messianic promise, as the prophets usually, do nor does it give any detail of the kingdom of God in general, it is rounded off within itself, and stands in such close relation to Judah, that it may be called a prophecy of consolation for Judah.  “Your enemies will be destroyed”: Therefore it is a prophecy of consolation for us too.

The fall of the mighty capital of the Assyrian empire, that representative of the godless and God-opposing power of the world, which sought to destroy the Israelite kingdom of God, indeed did destroy the Northern Kingdom in 622, was not only closely connected with the continuance and development of the “kingdom of God” in Judah, but the connection is very obvious in Nahum's prophecy. I said there were 3 verses that were not directly about the destruction of Ninevah – and they all are in chapter 1 - which we read

Nahum 1:7-8  The LORD is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows those who take refuge in him. But with an overflowing flood he will make a complete end of the adversaries, and will pursue his enemies into darkness. 

 Nahum 1:15  Behold, upon the mountains, the feet of him who brings good news, who publishes peace! Keep your feasts, O Judah; fulfill your vows, for never again shall the worthless pass through you; he is utterly cut off. 

There are two things that I want to pick up on here. Firstly, The destruction of God’s enemies – or rather the destruction of those who are the enemies of God’s people. Secondly, to ask what does this means for us?

The destruction of those who are the enemies of God’s people.

This is not easy stuff to understand. God had warned his people that they would be destroyed and – as always when God speaks – that had come true. Yet here he is punishing in, even delighting in the destruction of the nation that he had used to effect the fulfilment of His prophesy. 

The secret is threefold. 

1. That God’s people are his treasured possession and anyone who touches them touches the apple of his eye. I am going to expand this in another sermon so I will not say much here. God is zealous for those who are called by his name – remember that not even David would attack Saul (Cave of Addullam) because Saul was God’s anointed King.

2. That the Assyrians really were Godless, God may have used them to achieve his purposes but it was their own decision to be as dreadful and ruthless as they were to all the surrounding peoples. <a matter of relationships – they cared about no-one else at all> “And all (this destruction) is for the countless whorings of the prostitute, graceful and of deadly charms, who betrays nations with her whorings, and peoples with her charms” The very last verse says “All who hear the news about you clap their hands over you. For upon whom has not come your unceasing evil?” Their Godlessness and wickedness was endemic, not just against God’s people but all people around them

3. I don’t suppose any of us has a problem with the second coming of the Lord and the final judgement against sin. These prophecies of destruction and the historic events that actually happened are a picture of final judgement - what will happen to the enemies of God. An Acted out Prophecy if you would like to think of it that way.

The final end of time involves the complete destruction of those who are the enemies of God’s people. Nahum’s prophecy of the destruction of Ninevah is an acted out prophecy of the final judgment of all ungodliness.

That is the first point, the second is 

What does this means for us?

There is very little actually in Nahum, just the comment in Nahum 1:15 that says “fulfil your vows”. 

To find out what all that might mean we have to go elsewhere. The Minor Prophets have plenty of examples of things that God wants his people to do, and warning about what he doesn’t want them to do. 

However, I decided that a helpful summary of all this that avoided a paperchase through the bible looking at the history and the OT states of Israel and Judah is found in the words of our Lord himself in the passage that we read as our NT reading. The “Parable of the sheep and the goats” from Matthew 25. In this passage is the clearest of separations of the Godless from the Godly.  

This is a passage that talks not of legalistic ‘do this’ or ‘do that’ but about relationships - the attitudes that we have to one another. 

Serving Jesus is not some religious thing – the separation between God’s people and godless people is not in religion but in practice “inasmuch as you did – or didn’t – do it to each other then you did – or didn’t – do it to me.

Serving Jesus is not something special that we do to each other  – it is the meeting of daily needs, thirst hunger and clothing, comfort in adversity. As he says elsewhere; “even a cup of cold water will do” (Mat 10:42  “And whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I say to you, he will by no means lose his reward."

Serving Jesus is the characteristic of the separation between the Godly and the godless: The picture given here is the judgment and the end of times : Matthew 25:31  "When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats And he will place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. 

And with this we are back with Nahum. He too talked about the judgment of the godless. The judgement of Ninevah, dreadful though it was with its vivid imagery, of is no worse than the words of the judge here Matthew 25:41  "Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels
The command Nahum gave Judah “fulfil your vows” is for us now; we who live before the end of the age, it is our command too: If you want to inherit the kingdom then be one of those on his right Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom” If you want to be one of those on his right then “fulfil your vows” and the parable of the sheep and the goats seems to indicate that it is easy. But I want to give all of us, myself included, a warning to go with the consolation. 

We have seen that the destruction prophesied for Ninevah is a picture of the final judgement. 

The book of Nahum is almost totally condemnatory – only 3 verses which do not describe the destruction of Ninevah: Not much of God’s grace. But a little of God’s grace goes a long way – No!! it goes all the way to the very end, to the very end of time.

In that context of final judgement we have looked at what it means to us now to fulfil our vows – to be a sheep and not a goat.

Now a warning and the consolation
The warning is about our attitudes: 

For us a little good that we manage to do is something praiseworthy – in our eyes - and we excuse a little bad that we also do. I might remember to stop and have a chat with my amiable neighbour – but I don’t pray for the awkward neighbour who shouts at me, nor for the one I rarely see at all. 

God’s expectations are other – “the least of these” are those we are to serve; the nice and the nasty, the ones we seek out and the ones we avoid.

Do we try and claim brownie points? I managed to pray today/have a quiet time today – aren’t I good? – yes I know I didn’t find time yesterday and it’s going to be a bit difficult tomorrow. (excuses already!) 

This is not what its about: its about being God’s people, not sometimes. but all the time

Do we seek God’s rewards? do we give the cup of cold water because that is the way to be a sheep rather than a goat? – well, that is more commendable, but it shows a misunderstanding. We don’t deserve anything - For God: a little good from us is merely what we were created for and every little bad is worthy of damnation:  In terms of rewards, when we have done all that we have to do we are no more that unprofitable servants

but He is the great giver:

He is the source, the one who offers, and the great gift giver. He wants to give us the kingdom 

Jesus says this: Luke 12:32  "Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father's good pleasure to give you the kingdom.
 After I stop we come to the great gift of the Lord’s Supper. And we and look forward to Christmas, to the gift of the Christ child; the celebration of his coming into this world to save us - and – we look forward to the great range of mountains ahead, the second coming of the Lord to put everything right and the final judgement of all evil. It is now that we remember that we are living between those two comings and we can rejoice because to “fulfil your vows” is something that we can do because it is His Father’s good pleasure to give us the kingdom. 
 And remember, this is not a small kingdom - He wants to give you more than you could ever ask for or even imagine – Praise be to the Father.


I emphasised relationship all the way through





I continued to refer to the mountains – and the valley between the ranges





I got us to re-read part of the call to worship


Leader ~	Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because He has come and has redeemed his people.


People ~	To rescue us from the hand of our enemies, and to enable us to serve Him without fear in holiness and righteousness before Him all our days.
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