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‘The sun raised high its hands;
the moon stood still in its exalted place,
Q at the light of your arrows speeding by,
at the gleam of your flashing spear.
(3:10b-11)

and with warfare that defeated Israel’s enemies:

You pierced with his own arrows the head of his warriors,
who came like a whirlwind to scatter us.

(3:14)

One might have thought that this poem could serve as straightforward evidence
that God would save his people from the Babylonians. The prophet does not
seem to have read it that way. Instead, he trembles and waits for calamity (3:16).

Habakkuk is often viewed as an unusual exemplar of prophetic literature. The
people of Israel are never directly addressed. Habakkuk seems as much a priest
as a prophet. Yet, Habakkuk, by making the vision plain (2:2)—so plain that
someone running by may read it—is doing exactly what intermediaries are
supposed to do. The book enables people to understand what the deity is and
will be doing with the people. The vision was clear, but the prophet would sit,
waiting to see precisely what would happen, as had Jonah before him.

T will wait quietly for the day of calamity
to come upon the people who attack us.
(3:16)

Such quietude does not, however, prevent this same person from being active:

Gon, the Lord is my strength;
he makes my feet like the feet of a deer,
and makes me tread upon the heights.
(3:19)

The book of Habakkuk wrestles with the world of theodicy. In so doing, it
admonishes the earth to “keep silence before [the LORD]” (2:20). In a less cosmic
vein, the next prophet continues with that motif of silence: “Be silent before the
Lord Gob! For the day of the LORD is at hand” (Zeph. 1:7).
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Micah focuses on life in Judah. Still, there is concern for the international

Q sphere (e.g., 5:15; 7:16). The next prophetic book, Nahum, highlights one city,
Nineveh, which had been of pivotal importance in Jonah.

NAHUM

Nahum resembles Obadiah to the extent that it focuses on a nation other than
Israel. Whereas Obadiah was concerned with Edom, Nahum deals with a city,
Nineveh. These books (along with Jonah) attest to the international side of the
prophet’s task, which is confirmed by “oracles concerning the nations” in the
Major Prophets (Isaiah 13-27; Jeremiah 46-51; Ezekiel 25-32).

Study of Nahum has tended to dwell on the historical particulars of the
Neo-Assyrian Empire’s demise, on the graphic depictions of warfare in a city,
and the spectacular poetry that conveys it in this book:

The chariots race madly through the streets,
they rush to and fro through the squares;
their appearance is like torches,
they dart like lightning.
@2:4)

Horsemen charging,
flashing sword and glittering spear,

piles of dead,
heaps of corpses,
dead bodies without end—
they stumble over the bodies!
3:3)

Nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible is human warfare so artfully depicted. Within
the ambit of ancient Near Eastern art, Neo-Assyrian wall reliefs offer the best
analogies.

Nineveh, the subject of this attack, was the capital of the Neo-Assyrian
Empire. It had achieved this status under Sennacherib and remained important
until its defeat in 621 at the hands of the Neo-Babylonians. Though the book’s
superscription does not refer to a Judahite king, one might infer that Josiah
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(who reigned from 640 to 609) was on the throne while Nahum was active.

Q One perspective that has not been utilized as fully as possible is tradition
history. What was it about Nineveh that captured this prophet’s imagination and
literary gifts? Part of the answer to that question hinges on an assessment of
other prophetic literature concerning Nineveh. Probably the earliest texts are
those in Isaiah. Early on, the king of Assyria was understood to be an instrument
of God against Judah (see Isa. 7:17-18). However, a number of other texts (Isa.
10:5-19; 14:24-27; 30:27-33; 31:8-9) attest that Assyria itself would become the
subject of God’s punitive wrath. The reason? Assyria had overstepped its role as
God’s agent. The Assyrian emperor had said:

As my hand has reached to the kingdoms of the idols
whose images were greater than those of Jerusalem and Samaria,
shall 1 not do to Jerusalem and her idols
what I have done to Samaria and her images?
(Isa. 10:10-11)

From Yahweh’s perspective, the answer is “No,” though Isaiah puts it in the form
of a question: “Shall the ax vaunt itself over the one who wields it, or the saw
magnify itself against the one who handles it?” (Isa. 10:15). Again the answer is
“No.”

The book of Zephaniah also attests to this tradition about Assyria. Zephaniah
2:13-15 refers to Assyrian pride, again quoting the personified city: “I am, and
there is no one else.” These texts from Isaiah and Zephaniah help provide some
of the warrant for the ferocious language in Nahum. Moreover, this prophetic
backdrop offers the reasons for Yahweh’s anger at Assyria, reasons that are, for
the most part, implicit in the book of Nahum. In that book there is more
language of judgment than there is language of indictment.

Nahum offers some unusual literary features. Whereas Habakkuk concludes
with a hymn and Amos has hymnic passages scattered throughout the book,
Nahum begins with a hymn. Verses 2-8 comprise the first portion of an
alphabetic acrostic poem (‘@lep through kap, the first eleven letters of the
Hebrew alphabet). Using the imagery of theophany, a prominent feature of day
of the Lord sections throughout the Twelve, the psalm emphasizes two features
of that day. It will signal the end for Yahweh’s adversaries and protection for
those who seek refuge with the deity.

78% Location 2701 of 3516

ﬂ A Type here to search 77°F Cle




image3.png
E Jordan's Kindle for PC - The Prophetic Literature: An Introduction - X
File View Go Tools Help

Library < Back C Goto V Aa 29 k] H Show Notebook

The hymn serves as a theological prolegomenon to the book. In fact, the
Q entire first chapter functions this way. If one were to read Nah. 1:2-15 without
the book’s superscription, there is no way that Assyria would come to mind. The
prophet focuses initially on the great god Yahweh and then on the interaction
between Yahweh and those who plot against him (v. 9). Here, the psalmic
resonances are strong (cf. Ps. 2:1). One may infer that Jerusalem is being
addressed in 1:12-13, but the identity of the adversary (v. 11 or 14), remains
unclear until the defining moments of chapters 2 and 3.

Nahum 1:15 resonates with other prophetic literature, both earlier and later.

Look! On the mountains the feet of one
who brings good tidings,
who proclaims peace!

Celebrate your festivals, O Judah,
fulfill your vows,

for never again shall the wicked invade you;
they are utterly cut off.

Amos 4:13 attests the conviction that Yahweh walks on the heights of the earth.
Zechariah 14:4 reports that the deity steps on the heights of Jerusalem and with
cosmic effect. The remarkably similar Isa. 52:7 affirms that the deity’s messenger
can do the same. Whether Zeph. 1:15 refers to the deity or the deity’s herald is
uncertain. But the concluding portions of that verse demonstrate that Judah
may resume its religious life because Yahweh is about to act on its behalf.

Apart from the sparkling descriptions of the attack against Nineveh, chapters
2-3 are characterized by direct discourse—speech directed either to the city,
Nineveh, or its king (2:1, 13; 3:5-19). It is divine oracle (the deity speaks in first
person language) rather than prophetic speech. Chapter 3 commences with the
classic particle, “woe,” indicating that the context is dire. The language is full of
sarcasm, as if any such action would really help:

Draw water for the siege,
strengthen your forts;
trample the clay
tread the mortar.

Multiply yourselves like the locust,
multiply like the grasshopper!
(3:14-15)
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The threats are scatological and pornographic:

Q Tam against you,
says the LORD of hosts,
and will lift up your skirts over your face.
T will throw filth at you
and treat you with contempt,
and make you a spectacle.
(3:5-6)

Nahum includes the discourse of humiliation and violence, written from the
perspective of a humbled province of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Just as Israel
has been destroyed and Judah subjugated by the Neo-Assyrian war machine,
now, with the demise of Nineveh imminent, this Judahite prophet offers poetry
that, in effect, is an answer to prayers of lament such as Psalm 89, which
mentions Assyria (v. 8) explicitly. To say this is to suggest that Nahum’s activity,
as is the case with other prophets (e.g., Joel), is bound up with the worship life

of ancient Israel (see Nah. 1:15, “festivals,” “vows”).

No assessment of Nahum can stop without mention of the other book
devoted to Nineveh, namely, Jonah. Both books are highly theological and both
end with questions: “For who has ever escaped your endless cruelty?” (Nah.
3:19). The answer to that rhetorical question is, of course, no one. Jonah raises a
different issue: If those in Nineveh repent, can they escape punishment for that
endless cruelty? The two books should be read together in order to gain the
fullest prophetic commentary on the fate of this city.

HABAKKUK

Within the book of Habakkuk, the reader encounters three distinct forms of
literature: dialogue, woe oracle, and victory psalm. Scholars have focused on
clarifying the integrity of these three elements and also positing contexts, both
historical and cultural, for them. For example, many have argued that chapter 3
is an ancient poem, far older than the rest of the book and replete with mythic
depictions of the deity.

Despite such diversity of literary style, the person who composed the book
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has provided salutary transitions between the three sections and, in so doing, has
offered a response to the powerful theological challenge posed at the outset of

Q the book. When we hear the prophet say:
O LoRD, how long shall I cry for help,
[m] and you will not listen?

Or cry to you, “Violence!”
and you will not save?

(Hab. 1:2)

So the law becomes slack
and justice never prevails.
The wicked surround the righteous.
(1:4)

we immediately hear resonances with Jeremiah:

‘Why does the way of the guilty prosper,
Why do all who are treacherous thrive?
(Jer. 12:1)

How long will the land mourn?
(12:4)

I must shout, “Violence and destruction!”
(20:8)

and with Job:

Even when I cry out, “Violence!” I am not answered;
I call aloud, but there is no justice.
(Job 19:7)

Why do the wicked live on?
@L:7)

The Hebrew Bible includes a substratum of complaint language that has its
origins in human experience but that in Israel was refined and included in
worship through the psalms of individual and communal lament. As we shall see,
Habakkuk 3 makes clear that this prophet is willing to use those liturgical
resources in carving out a response to these questions that appear in Habakkuk,
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Jeremiah, and Job.

Q Habakkuk complains twice (1:2-4, 1:12-2:1), and God responds twice (1:5-11;
2:2-5). Of these two sets, what the deity says is the more surprising. Habakkuk
laments injustice in his world, presumably within the context of Judahite society.
Yahweh responds, “I am rousing the Chaldeans,” as if to say that what is wrong
inside Judah must be dealt with by an international force. Habakkuk has cried
out “Violence!” (1:2), which is exactly what the Babylonians will bring (1:9).
Then Habakkuk counters by claiming that such international intervention will
result in the decimation of all people, not just the wicked: “The enemy brings all
of them up with a hook. ... destroying nations without mercy” (1:15, 17). The
deity responds by challenging Habakkuk to write “the vision.” But what is this
vision? The answer is not immediately clear, but it becomes so in chapter 3.
Initially, God admits that the wicked do in fact triumph (2:4-5). Then the deity
cites five woe oracles (2:6b-19), which inveigh explicitly against the Babylonians
but also implicitly against the evil ones whom Habakkuk identifies at the begin-
ning of the book.

In Hab. 2:20, the prophet speaks again, moving deeper into the rhetoric of
lament. Lamentation involves more than complaint. In a lament, a worshiper
would routinely affirm confidence in God who is a reliable source of help.
Habakkuk does exactly that: “But the LORD is in his holy temple; let all the earth
keep silence before him!” (2:20).

With that affirmation, the book moves to even more overt liturgical language,
so especially in 3:1 and 3:19. In between those verses, we hear the voice of the
prophet in verses 2 and 16-18. Within that testimony, we find the (old) vision
(vv. 3-15), which has sustained Israel from its earliest days. The vision conveys a
God who appears in and disturbs the natural order:

He stopped and shook the earth;
he looked and made the nations tremble.

The eternal mountains were shattered.
(3:6)

This poetry depicting theophany moves to a description of the deity as divine
warrior, with weapons affecting the cosmic order:
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