
“God of Mercy, God of Wrath:  Lesson 5”      November 17, 2013 

Nahum 1 

 

SI:  We recently finished studying Jonah, today we begin a quick study of Nahum. 

As you know, the connection between these two books is that both of them are  

   about God’s dealings with Nineveh, the capital city of the Assyrian Empire. 

    

In Jonah, God was merciful to Nineveh when the people repented. 

   In Nahum, 100 years later, that repentance has been long forgotten, 

   the day of mercy is past, and God’s judgment falls upon the city. 

 

Jonah and Nineveh are the only two books of the Bible to end with a question: 

The Lord says to Jonah:   
   Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right and  

   from their left, and many cattle as well.  Should I not be concerned about that great city?   
It’s a rhetorical question that points us to the mercy of God. 

 

But at the end of Nahum he asks another rhetorical question of Nineveh: 
   Everyone who hears the news about (your destruction) claps his hands at your fall,  

   for who has not felt your endless cruelty? 

The point is that Nineveh deserves his judgment.   

 

The book of Jonah presents the Lord as a God of mercy. 

   The book of Nahum presents him as a God of wrath. 

 

This is our God.  He’s the God of amazing grace and tender mercy. 

   A God who loves and pursues sinners, not willing that any should perish. 

   His heart is so tender, even cares about wellbeing of animals, Jonah tell us. 

And at the same time, he’s a God of wrath who is jealous for justice. 

   He’s the judge of all the earth who will not leave the guilty unpunished. 

 

This is the Lord our God.  Let’s learn and worship.   

  



INTRO:  The most famous sermon ever preached on American soil was  

   Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God by Jonathan Edwards. 

He preached it to his own congregation in Northampton, Conn.,  

   and there was no unusual response.   

But then he preached it July 8, 1741 in Enfield and the response was historic. 

 

Biographers have often pointed out that Edwards’ preaching style was very formal. 

   He read his sermon manuscripts and never looked at the congregation. 

   He read with feeling, but did not shout or raise his voice. 

   He didn’t move his hands or make any gestures. 

In no sense did he attempt to use theatrics.   

   But as he began to preach on the theme of God’s wrath and judgment, 

   the members of that very proper Congregational church began to cry out 

   for God to save them.   

 

An eyewitness, Stephen Williams, wrote in his diary,  
   We went over to Enfield where we met dear Mr. Edwards of Northampton who preached a  

   most awakening sermon from these words, Deuteronomy 32:35, and before the sermon was  

   done there was a great moaning and crying went out through ye whole House . . . 

   “What shall I do to be saved,” “Oh, I am going to Hell,” “Oh, what shall I do for Christ,” and  

   so forth.  So yet ye minister was obliged to desist, ye shrieks and cries were piercing and  

   amazing . . . After some time of waiting the Congregation were still, so yet a prayer was made  

   and after that he descended from the pulpit and discoursed with the people, some in one place  

   and some in another, and amazing and astonishing ye power of God was seen, and several  

   souls were hopefully wrought upon that night, and oh ye cheerfulness and pleasantness of  

   their countenances. 

 

Edward’s sermon provoked a spiritual transformation in the town. 

   It was one of the signature events of the Great Awakening—that historic revival  

   that changed the spiritual face of America for generations. 

What would happen if you preached a similar sermon today? 

Would it be well received? 

It would more than likely send people out of the church in a huff  

   than send them to their knees crying out to God for forgiveness and salvation.  

 

The reason that sermon worked for Edwards (besides the Holy Spirit), 

   was that most people of that time, both churched and unchurched people, 

   knew the Bible fairly well.  The teachings of the Bible were familiar to them.  

The average unbeliever in America in 1741 could quote far more Scripture  

   than the average believer in America today.   



The language of the King James Bible saturated the minds of most people. 

They knew the doctrine of God’s wrath was taught in the Bible. 

   And they knew judgment was an emphasis in the teaching of Christ himself. 

Christ’s words of warning in the Gospels were familiar to them.   

   They knew words of Jesus like Luke 12:4: 
I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing more that 

they can do.  But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has authority 

to cast into hell.  Yes, I tell you, fear him! 

 

So with that good grasp of basic Bible content on this subject,  

   they were open to being moved by Edwards’ sermon.   

   Their lives and society profoundly changed for the good. 

 

But today, even in churches that still officially believe in the doctrine of God’s  

   wrath, such as our own—it’s been relegated to obscurity.  It’s rarely mentioned. 

A catastrophe of unimaginable proportion lies dead ahead, 

   and the people who know it don’t like to think about it or talk about it.   

It’s like saying:   

Yes, we believe in F-5 tornadoes, and yes, we know Doppler radar has reported  

   tornados roaring towards Cullman from the west, and yes, we hear the tornado  

   sirens blaring all over town—but we’re embarrassed to talk about it.   

We don’t allow the force of it to truly change the way we view life and future.  

 

We must cultivate a deep, biblical understanding of the wrath and judgment of God. 

Not merely as a formal doctrine that we just believe officially— 

   but as a fundamental reality that shapes the way we look at the big stories 

   in the news, and every the life story of every single soul we meet. 

And ultimately, our view of God’s wrath should change the way we live. 

   It should give us a deeper love for the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 

   a greater loyalty to his kingdom,  

   and a desire to show our gratitude to Christ through loving obedience.  

 

Let’s look at this passage and this subject of God’s wrath and judgment  

   under two points: 

 

1.  A right understanding of the wrath of God. 

2.  A right response to the wrath of God.   

 

  



MP#1  A right understanding of the wrath of God. 
The wrath of God is a very easy doctrine to get wrong. 

   It’s very easy to twist it into something that is not biblical at all.   

The reason it twofold.  First, it’s complicated. 

   Second, it provokes very strong emotions.  It’s troubling.   

   People don’t want to think about it. 

So when you put those two things together, it leads to many distortions. 

 

And that’s dangerous because it’s a powerful doctrine.   

   So when it is misunderstood or misused, it can be harmful. 

   But when it is understood rightly and used rightly, it is a force for good. 

 

Nahum teaches us a great deal about God’s wrath and judgment, 

   but today I’m going to focus on just one point, just one fundamental. 

This is the first facet of God’s wrath that you have to understand. 

   If you get this wrong, you will miss the spiritual benefit of this book. 

 

This is the point: 

The doctrine of God’s wrath is for the church, not for the world. 

   God’s wrath is to be preached to the church, for church’s benefit, not to the world. 

   Once you understand that, the doctrine starts to bless you. 

 

Before we look at the biblical evidence, 

   I want to illustrate this with contemporary event. 

I’m sure many of you have heard of Westboro Baptist Church.  Very controversial.   

They demonstrate at the funerals of American soldiers. 

   They believe America is under God’s wrath for her many sins— 

   especially for glorifying homosexuality. 

And they claim that 9-11 and the deaths of American service men and women in  

   Iraq and Afghanistan are a foreshadowing of God’s judgment on this nation. 

 

So they hold up signs that say things like: 

   God Killed Your Sons.  God Hates America.  Thank God For 9-11. 

   Turn Or Burn.  God Hates Gays.  God Is Your Enemy.   

As you can imagine, whenever they show up, it causes a very negative reaction. 

   There was a free speech case back in 2011 that went to the Supreme Court— 

   which affirmed their right to demonstrate and hold up these signs.  

I want to use Westboro a kind of prism to focus on  

   this first facet of the wrath of God, that this teaching is for the church, not world. 



Let me start by asking a question:   

Why do unbelieving, secular, people react so negatively to the signs the Westboro  

   people hold up?  Why do many become furious and even threaten violence? 

   Why has so much money been spent on legal efforts to stop them? 

Think about it, if you don’t believe in hell and judgment, if you don’t believe in  

   God, or if you do, if you think he approves of any lifestyle choice and never  

   judges anybody or sends disaster as a foreshadowing of judgment— 

   why get worked up about a few nuts holding signs? 

 

If the signs said:  Mickey Mouse Hates America.  Mickey Mouse Hates Gays. 

   Thank Mickey Mouse For 9-11.  There would be virtually no reaction.   

   It certainly wouldn’t have gone to the Supreme Court! 

Here’s why the reaction is so strong:   

   All people sense in their deepest conscience that there is one true God who stands 

   in judgment over them and they hate, they hate, being reminded of that fact. 

 

Now, a follow-up question:  As a Christian, why do the Westboro signs bother you? 

Why do you cringe when you see them on the news?  They’re horrible. 

Why does it bother you that this group uses the name Baptist Church? 

   I’m not a Baptist, but it offends me they call themselves a Baptist church. 

Those signs should bother you as a Christian, 

   but not for the same reason they bother unbelievers. 

 

See, we do believe in God’s wrath.  We do believe in judgment and hell. 

   We do believe God sends disasters as a foreshadowing of the final judgment. 

Falling towers and collapsed buildings are God’s judgment.  Jesus in Luke 13.   

   Homosexuality is God’s judgment.  Paul says so in Romans 3. 

Military disasters are God’s judgment.  The whole book of Nahum says so. 

 

But to put those things on signs and wave them in public  

   is a distortion of the doctrine of the wrath of God,  

   because God has reveled this to the church.  It’s for our benefit. 

And you know it’s wrong to preach that to the world. 

 

The opening words of Nahum say:  An oracle concerning Nineveh. 

   But Nahum did not deliver this message to Nineveh. 

   That was not at all what God intended. 

Did you notice as we read this chapter who this message of God’s wrath was for?   

   It was for Judah, for the people of God who were being threatened by Assyrians. 



This is the case throughout the Old Testament. 

Many of the prophets spoke of God’s wrath against the nations around Israel,  

   but they preached those messages of wrath not to the nations, but to Israel. 

You may ask:  Well what about Jonah?  Forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed. 

   That sounds like a message of wrath and doom to me. 

Jonah is the exception that proves the rule.   

   He deliberately avoided preaching the message of mercy that God intended. 

   And the Lord softened hearts in spite of Jonah’s awful sermon. 

 

In the New Testament,  

   most vivid messages of God’s wrath preached almost exclusively to church.  

Jesus said more about hell and eternal punishment than anyone else in the Bible, 

   but who did he say those things to?  To his disciples.   

   And to the leaders of the church, such as scribes and Pharisees. 

 

When you look at the evangelistic preaching of Paul in Acts,  

   there is little evidence he preached what we would call hellfire and damnation  

   sermons to assemblies of Gentile strangers.  

When he addressed unbelievers and pagans, he mostly spoke of the existence of 

   the true and living God, and of his Son, and the hope of the resurrection. 

He certainly spoke of sin and grace and the need for repentance. 

   And with that message, a day of accounting and judgment is mentioned. 

   But Paul never led with or emphasized God’s wrath in those settings. 

And there are other examples, the book of Revelation for example— 

   it’s full of God’s wrath and judgment, but it is addressed to the seven churches. 

 

Our message to the unbelieving world must be God’s mercy, forgiveness,  

   grace and love in Christ.   

   The message of God’s wrath and judgment is reserved for the church. 

Jesus said in Matthew 24: 
This gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to the nations. 

   What does Gospel mean?  It means good news.   

The good news of Christ’s reign of grace and mercy is to be preached to nations, 

   not the bad news of his wrath and judgment.   

Now, certainly, that is a minor theme.   

   The world has to know what it Christ is saving them from, but not major theme. 

So as we study Nahum, and we ponder the wrath of God,  

   we shouldn’t think—the world needs to hear this, the pagans and secularists in 

   society need to hear this—but, I need to hear this.  It’s for me. 



So why do we need this doctrine?  Why is God’s wrath proclaimed to  

   the church through the prophets and apostles and through Jesus Christ himself? 

That brings us to the second point 

MP#2  A right response to the wrath of God.   

 

Two reasons the Lord wants us to know about his wrath. 

   He wants to provoke certain responses in us. 

 

First, God’s wrath should awaken spiritually complacent people in the church.  

It impresses on us the absolute necessity of a living, active faith in God. 

Christ preached hell and judgment to wake the church up. 

   Woe to you teachers of the law, he said.  The ax is at the root of the tree. 

   He cursed the fig tree, he told parables of the master’s ungrateful servants. 

He taught his disciples about hell and gave them some very sober warnings so they  

   would be serious about their faith and not be found among those sent to hell on  

   the last day.  We need to hear and believe the wrath of God for the same reason. 

We need to be awakened.  We need to be sobered by the thought of judgment. 

 

The Apostles, Paul particularly in Romans but also in other letters, spoke in great  

   detail about the wrath of God that has been revealed against ungodliness. 

And he also declares over and over that Christ has delivered us from that wrath— 

   that the day of judgment is for those in Christ, a day of vindication. 

But every Christian who reads those passages, or who reads Revelation  

   and John’s descriptions of the wrath of the Lamb cannot easily push aside. 

 

You can’t just skip those passages and say:  Well, that doesn’t apply to me. 

   I’m saved.  I’m safe.  If you are in Christ, you certainly are. 

But those judgment passages serve a very important role in the life of the Christian. 

   They give us a godly fear of the day of judgment— 

   and that causes us to cling to Jesus all the more, trust him more deeply. 

 

I don’t want to be one of those people on the day of judgment who says: 

   Lord, Lord, did I not prophesy in your name, and perform many miracles, 

   and drive out demons—and then hear those horrible words from Christ— 

   Depart from me, I never knew you. 

The Bible teaches us to see great disasters as foreshadowings of the final judgment. 

   When we contemplate vast numbers of souls being swept into eternity— 

   that too should cause us to trust Christ more to deliver us on that day. 

 



I don’t want to be found in the last day numbered with the Assyrians and the  

   other enemies of God who are being sent away to eternal punishment. 

   I want to be found in Christ.   

A lively sense of God’s wrath keeps you close to Jesus. 

So that’s the first right response to God’s wrath being preached in the church— 

   Wake up.  Judgment is real.  Hell is real.  Eternity is approaching. 

   Make your calling and election sure.   

If you have backslidden, if you are wandering—don’t gamble your soul.  

   Renew your covenant with Christ today 

 

Second, and this is the main point of Nahum— 

   the doctrine of God’s wrath should comfort the church. 

You should have such a thorough, biblical grasp of God’s wrath and judgment 

   that it actually brings you comfort, that it delivers you from fear. 

 

The name Nahum means comforter.  That’s not a coincidence. 

   This message of wrath and judgment was primarily one of comfort to Judah.   

It is a promise that as dark as things seem, our enemies and God’s enemies  

   will eventually be vanquished.   

Nahum says to Judah:  Look, there on the mountains, the feet of one who brings  

   good news.  What’s the good news?  Nineveh will be destroyed.   

The capital city of the evil empire that threatened to destroy God’s people 

   will be brought down.  God’s wrath is the salvation of his people. 

 

Years earlier the Assyrians had so completely crushed the northern ten tribes, 

   the northern kingdom of Israel that they virtually disappeared from history. 

They took a great many Israelites away to Nineveh to be enslaved and mutilated, 

   never to be heard from again. 

Then the Assyrians began to threaten the remaining two tribes,  

   the southern kingdom of Judah, the city of Jerusalem.   

And as Assyria began to bear down on the Lord’s chosen people, 

   the situation seemed truly bleak.  Assyria was a military machine. 

But when all seemed lost, the Lord rose up with fierce anger  

   and decreed Nineveh’s total destruction.   

 

Nahum is a violent book.   

   As the Lord speaks through the prophet, his language is very fierce.   

He seems to almost relish the destruction of the city. 

   There is certainly no hesitation on his part in carrying out its destruction.  



But remember why God responded this way—his people were threatened. 

   And more than that, his salvation plan.  The Devil was behind Assyria. 

   Wipe out the chosen people and you wipe out the Messiah. 

God is not going to let that happen.  He’s slow to anger. 

   He allows his people to suffer much at the hands of enemies, even death. 

But he will always preserve the church throughout the Gospel Age— 

   and one day, he will avenge his people completely and set all things right. 

 

Here’s how Dr. Robert Rayburn puts it in a sermon on Ezekiel: 
   The church will never come fully to enjoy the holiness, happiness, and prosperity promised to 

her in the gospel so long as her enemies are not subdued and remain free to bedevil her life by 

temptation or by outright hostility and attack . . . Satan and his minions, including the human 

beings who do his will, must be laid in the dust if God’s people are to enjoy the lasting freedom 

and happiness that is their inheritance in the gospel.  These punishments may not be pleasant to 

contemplate, but they are an essential prerequisite of the fulfillment of salvation for the people  

of God. 

 

We are living in strange times.   

   Christianity is under pressure and even persecution in many places in the world.  

You’ll rarely hear about it in the mainstream news, although the Los Angeles Times 

   had a story this week about 80 people publically executed in North Korea for  

   possessing Bibles.   

In our own country, Christians in marketplace and military are being silenced. 

   Asserting biblical morality is considered hostile to the common good of society. 

Several courts have ruled that way, New Mexico Supreme in recent case of  

   Christian photographer who declined filming a gay wedding.   

 

It is so easy to get discouraged for the fortunes of the church around the world 

   and in our own country.  But here is a robust comfort.  

The Lord is jealous for his cause and people.   

   The Lord is slow to anger but he will take vengeance. 

And one day we will hear the good news that all Christ has brought 

   all things under his feet.  Until that day, take heart, be brave. 

  

And keep your eyes open for those tokens, those foreshadowings of the coming day. 

Someone in our church has been sending me updates on some mission work  

   he supports in South Sudan—the country where Sam Christenberry is now. 

Five months ago, one of the Sudanese pastors that works for this ministry, Idris  

   Nalos, was arrested by the army and he disappeared.  Almost no news. 

 



His family feared the worst, that he had been murdered. 

They prayed and petitioned the government but nothing happened. 

   And then, suddenly, prayers were answered.    

He was not only released, but because of some very complicated tribal politics, the  

   tables were completely turned, and the men who arrested him were at his mercy. 

When they arrested him, stole a large sum of money intended for church building. 

 

Listen to the way this Sudanese pastor describes what happened: 
My release was almost like that one of Daniel in the Bible. 

   Remember what happened when Daniel was released from the lions den— 

   all of his enemies, were thrown to the lions themselves.  God’s wrath. 
 

The President himself was unhappy at my arrest because I did not do anything wrong.  When I 

asked them (the officer who arrested him) for the money, they lied to me that it was the 

government which used the funds.  I knew they were lying to me.  As a result, I told them that I 

would report to the minister of the national security about it.  When they heard this they were 

afraid and changed their statement by paying it immediately. Otherwise their lives would be at 

risk.  So God has made me more important than them because they have become under my 

mercy.  They became afraid of me. 

 

You can’t help rejoicing in that answered prayer. 

But it’s a little foreshadowing of something greater— 

   God’s jealousy for his people, his vengeance toward his and our enemies— 

   Christ’s ultimate victory over everyone who opposes him. 

 

On that day, the tables will be turned, and little Judah will rejoice 

   over the fall of the great and cruel Assyrian empire. 

How long, O Lord, ask the souls of the martyrs in heaven. 

   How long until you deliver our brothers and avenge us. 

 

And Christ replies—wait a little longer.  

The Lord reigns, the Lord is jealous for his people.   

   His judgment and wrath are our salvation.  Take comfort in that. 


