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Nahum and Nineveh

A jealous and avenging God is the LORD; The LORD is avenging 
and wrathful. The LORD takes vengeance on His adversaries, 

And He reserves wrath for His enemies. 
The LORD is slow to anger and great in power, And the LORD 

will by no means leave the guilty unpunished… 
“And it will come about that all who see you Will shrink from you 
and say, 'Nineveh is devastated! Who will grieve for her?' Where 

will I seek comforters for you?" (Nah 1:2-3a, 3:7)
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Nahum and Nineveh
• Neo-Assyrian Empire (until 612, 1800-627)
• Nineveh (name and location, history, size, plan, excavations)
• Sennacherib (projects, palace, palace reconstruction, throne-room)
• Nahum (themes, prophecy fulfilled)
• 1:12-13 Historical background
• 1:8 Assyrian decline
• 1:8 Fall of Nineveh (Tablet of Nabopolasar)
• 1:11 Assyrian invasion (Sennacherib, terror policy)
• 1:12-13 Assyrian military
• 1:12-15 Assyria versus Judah
• 2:1 Assyria attacked
• 2:3-4 Assyrian chariots
• 2:6 Gates of the rivers
• 2:9-10 Plunder and fire
• 2:11-12 Lion (plunder)
• 3:6-7 Ruins of Nineveh
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Neo-Assyrian Empire (until 612) Map
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Neo-Assyrian Empire (1800-627 BC)
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Nineveh name and location
• The Heb. Ninewēh (Gk Nineuē; classical Ninos) 

represents the Assy Ninuā (Old Bab. Ninuwa), a 
rendering of the earlier Sumerian name Nina, a 
name of the goddess Ishtar written with a sign 
depicting a fish inside an enclosure. 

• Gn 10:11 identifies Nineveh as being founded by 
Nimrod or Ashur after leaving Babylonia. 

• Excavations here have shed much light on ancient 
Assyrian history, literature and culture. Nineveh’s 
walls, temples, palaces, inscriptions, and reliefs 
are a silent witness to a city that flourished until its 
destruction by the Babylonians in 612. 

• (R) Nineveh at the height of Assyrian power (c. 
705-612) can be seen on this SPOT Panchromatic 
image acquired on 22 Feb 91. 

• Loc opposite mod. Mosul in N Iraq (36.35N 
43.15E), on the E bank of the Tigris River,  the city 
is marked by two large mounds, Kuyunjik and Nebi 
Yunus, and the remains of the city walls. The latter 
can be clearly seen in relief. 

• It is a few km from the beginning of the Kurdish 
mountains. The region around was and still is a 
rich agricultural region. It was a very good location 
for trade along both N-S and E-W trade routes.

• A copyrighted site map of greater Nineveh can be 
seen here.

http://www.imninalu.net/maps.htm
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Nineveh history
• Excavations show that the site was occupied from prehistoric times (c. 4500). 
• The city greatly expanded under the revival of Assyria by Shalmeneser I (c 1260). 

Tiglath-pileser I (1114-1076) made it an alternative royal residence to Asur and 
Calah. 

• Both Ashurnasirpal II (883-859) and Sargon II (722-705) had palaces there. Sargon II 
made it his capital. It was therefore likely that it was to Nineveh itself that Menahem in 
744 brought his tribute (2 Ki 15:20) and so too Samaria in 722 (Is 8:4). 

• Sennacherib (704-681) with the aid of his W Semitic queen Naqi’a-Zakutu, 
extensively beautified and rebuilt the capital city, its defensive walls, gates and water-
supply. Hezekiah (2 Ki 18:14) sent his tribute to Nineveh after Sennacherib returned 
there (2 Ki 19:36; Is 37:37). Splendid temples, palaces, and fortifications made it the 
chief city of the empire. It is possible that the temple of Niaroch, where he was 
murdered, was in Nineveh. 

• The remains of Nineveh are a silent witness to the glory of Assyria under 
Sennacherib and his successors Esarhaddon (681-669) and Ashurbanipal (669-626), 
who again made Nineveh his chief residence, having lived there as crown prince. 

• Esarhaddon’s palace is under the Nabi Yanus mound, but has yet been excavated as 
it remains inhabited. The Kuyunjik Mound yielded not only the vast palace of 
Sennacherib but also the royal residence and famous library of Ashurbanipal in which 
were housed 22,000 inscribed clay tablets. These are important for their accounts of 
the creation and Flood and because they furnish scholars with invaluable background 
material for OT studies.
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Nineveh size
• Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, a three days' walk. (Jon 3:3)
• At its peak, the actual walled city was 700ha in size, enclosed by an inner wall of © c 

12km, L:4.8km, W:<2.4km, and in places up to 45m wide. There was also a great 
unfinished outer rampart, protected by a moat, and the Khaw ar River flowed through ṣ
the centre of the city to join the Tigris on the W side of it.

• The 15 great gates that intersected the Acropolis walls were built partly of mud brick 
and partly of stone. Each gate was named after an Assyrian god. Felix Jones’ survey of 
1834 estimated that > 175,000 people could have lived in the city. Jonah (1:2; 3:2) 
gives a figure of 120,000 who did not know right from wrong. This has been compared 
with the 69, 574 persons in Calah (Nimrud) in 865, then a city about half the size of 
Nineveh. 

• There were outlying suburbs as well, so that when Jonah went there in the early 8th c it 
took him 3 days to traverse the city. Unger’s explains that the Hebrews were in the 
habit of including other cities under the name Nineveh. A modern comparison would be 
the complex of cities that constitute New York City. Such cities are Calah 29km S; 
Resen, between Calah and Nineveh proper; and Rehoboth-Ir. The latter "must be 
Rebit-ninua, W of the capital, since the names are not only etymologically related but 
have the same meaning" (W. F. Albright in OT Commentary, [1948], p. 138). The 
above-mentioned four places are catalogued in Gn 10:11-12 and Jon 1:2; 3:2-7; 4:11 
as constituting the great city. Other suburbs such as Tarbisu and Dursharrukin (or 
Sargonsburg) added to the aggregate size of "Nineveh" in the heyday of the Assyrian 
Empire. 

• However IBD does not think the three days’ walk necessarily designate the size of the 
city, whether by its circuit or total administrative district. It could refer to a day’s journey 
in or from the suburbs (cf 3:4), a day for business and then return. The Heb. translation 
by using nineweh in each case could not differentiate between the district (Assy 
ninua[kt]) and metropolis ([al]ninua). 
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Nineveh plan
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Nineveh excavations

• Sir Austen Henry Layard published his initial finds at Nineveh in 1849. Since 
Layard’s early discoveries, archaeologists have located and identified 
thousands of artefacts from at least 3 different palaces. 

• Nineveh’s remains are located in two tells on opposite banks of the Hawsar 
River: Kouyunjik Tepe has the remains of the palaces of Esarhaddon and 
Ashurbanipal; Nebi Younis (Arab. “Prophet Jonah”) has relics of the palace of 
Sennacherib. These palaces were built on raised platforms about 23m high 
(Negev and Gibson, 2001, p. 369):
– Layard uncovered Sennacherib’s palace in 1847 and found his account of 

the siege (not capture) of Jerusalem. 
– A stone slab chronicles the destruction of Lachish (2 Ki 18:13-14). 
– In 1853 an assistant of Layard (Rassam) discovered the Rassam 

Cylinder which recorded that the great Ziggurat was erected in 1820 and 
was rebuilt by Tiglath-pileser III. 

The walls of Nineveh partially reconstructed

http://www.archaeology.org/online/features/nineveh/index.html
http://www.archaeology.org/online/features/nineveh/index.html
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Sennacherib 
(projects)

• (tp) In Sennacherib's day the Nineveh’s city wall was 12-15m high, extending for 
4km along the Tigris and for 12km around the inner city. Each of the gates was 
guarded by stone bull colossi (lamassu). These large statues of human-headed 
winged bulls and lions were there to magically protect the king and his palace. 
Similar smaller statues also supported columns. 

• An elaborate system of 18 canals brought water from the hills to the city. 
Sennacherib built a water-system containing the the huge magnificently constructed 
so-called Aqueduct of Jerwan, the first Mesopotamian aqueduct known. This led 
48km from a dam on the the Gomel River to the N. 

• He also introduced the shaduf or well sweep from Egypt. He controlled the flow of 
the river Khasr, which flowed through the city, by erecting another dam at Ajeila to 
the E. 

• He made Nineveh a garden city using the water from the aqueduct, with parks, a 
botanical garden, and a zoo. He also built new administrative buildings. 

A pair of lamassu from Sargon 
II’s palace Khorsabad (MMA) 
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Sennacherib (palace)
• Sennacherib’s new palace walls were decorated 

with reliefs depicting his victories, including the 
successful siege of Lachish. 

• He wrote: “Palaces of gold, silver, bronze, 
alabaster, ivory, cedar, pine for my royal residence I 
constructed. Beams of cedar and cypress, whose 
scent is pleasant and which come from the snow-
capped Amanus Mountain, I placed there. Doors of 
cedar, cypress and pine I covered with silver and 
copper, and I set them up to frame the doorways…I 
Sennacherib, the chief of all princes, who has 
knowledge of all crafts, made great pillars of bronze 
and colossal lions, open at the knees, such as no 
earlier king had made. Colossal bronze bulls 
covered with gold and colossal alabaster bulls I set 
up to frame the doorways.”

• (bt R) Stone reliefs of magical spirits decorated 
walls in the palace. They protected the king from 
evil forces.
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Sennacherib’s palace (reconstruction)

Interior of Sennacherib's palace in Nineveh. (Jacqueline Schaalje, Lachish, The Jewish Magazine)
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Sennacherib’s 
throne-room suite

• In spite of wars and dissensions 
Sennacherib gave attention to the arts.

• It was Sennacherib who made 
Nineveh a truly magnificent city (c. 700 
BC). He laid out fr

• esh streets and squares and built 
within it the famous “Palace without a 
Rival,” the plan of which has been 
mostly recovered.

• It measured ≈ 180 x 190m, and had at 
least 80 rooms, of which many were 
lined with sculpture. 

• A large part of the famous “K” 
collection of 20,000 tablets was found 
there; some of the principal doorways 
were flanked by lamassu. Plan of Sennacherib's throne-room 

suite at Nineveh's Southwest Palace. 
(Courtesy John M. Russell) 
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Nahum themes

Key themes: 
destruction by fire 1:6, 10; 2:3-4, 13; 3:3, 13, 

15)
military disaster 1:12, 14-15; 2:1, 3-.5, 13; 

3:2-3, 8-11, 12-15, 19.

Key words:
Fire 1:6; 2:4; 3:13, 15
Consume, devour 1:10; 2:13; 3:12-13, 15
Destroy, cut down 1:14-15; 2:13; 3:15

Ch 2-3: precise execution of decree
(6) Exposure to shame (1:14; 3:5-7);
(7) Flooding by water (1:8; 2:6, 8; cf. 1:3; 

3:8); 
(8) Destruction of the dynasty and of the 

idolatrous religion undergirding it (1:11, 
14; 2:6, 11-13; 3:18-19)

(9) Dispersal of the population (1:8; 2;1, 7-8; 
3:7, 10-11, 16-18)

(10) Nineveh’s extinction (1:8-9, 12, 14-15; 
2:13; 3:7, 19)

Ch 1: judicial decree against Nineveh
(1) Nineveh's wicked opposition to the Lord 

and His people (1:2-3, 8-9, 11, 13, 15), 
expressing its universal cruelty and 
rapacity (2:11-3:1, 4, 19); 

(2) The Lord's corresponding opposition to 
Nineveh (1:2-6, 8-9, 14; 2:13; 3:5); 

(3) its decadence typified by drunkenness 
(1:10; 3:12-13,15-18; cf. 3:11);

(4) Its helplessness in the face of disaster 
(1:10; 2:9-10; 3:11, 13); 

(5) The vindication of Judah (1:3, 7, 12-13, 
15; 2:2).
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Nahum (prophecy fulfilled)
• Nahum’s prophecy of the destruction of Nineveh has the following elements:

– An overflowing flood would make an utter end of its place (1:8) 
– Nineveh would be destroyed while her inhabitants were drunken like drunkards (1:10) 
– Nineveh would be unprotected because fire shall devour the bars of your gates (3:13) 
– Nineveh would never recover, for their injury has no healing (3:19) 
– The downfall of Nineveh would come with remarkable ease, like figs falling when the tree is shaken (3:12)

• In 612 the Babylonians with an army of Medes and Scythians led a campaign which captured the 
Assyrian citadels in the N. The Babylonians laid siege to Nineveh, but the walls of the city were too 
strong for battering rams, so they decided to try and starve the people out. 

• A famous oracle had been given that "Nineveh should never be taken until the river became its enemy." 
After a 3 month siege, "rain fell in such abundance that the waters of the Tigris inundated part of the city 
and overturned one of its walls for a distance of twenty stades. Then the King, convinced that the oracle 
was accomplished and despairing of any means of escape, to avoid falling alive into the enemy's hands 
constructed in his palace an immense funeral pyre, placed on it his gold and silver and his royal robes, 
and then, shutting himself up with his wives and eunuchs in a chamber formed in the midst of the pile, 
disappeared in the flames. Nineveh opened its gates to the besiegers, but this tardy submission did not 
save the proud city. It was pillaged and burned, and then razed to the ground so completely as to 
evidence the implacable hatred enkindled in the minds of subject nations by the fierce and cruel 
Assyrian government." (Lenormant and E. Chevallier, The Rise and Fall of Assyria).

• "Nineveh was laid waste as ruthlessly and completely as her kings had once ravaged Susa and Babylon; 
the city was put to the torch, the population was slaughtered or enslaved, and the palace so recently 
built by Ashurbanipal was sacked and destroyed. At one blow Assyria disappeared from history. Nothing 
remained of her except certain tactics and weapons of war ...The Near East remembered her for a while 
as a merciless unifier of a dozen lesser states; and the Jews recalled Nineveh vengefully as 'the bloody 
city, full of lies and robbery.' In a little while all but the mightiest of the Great Kings were forgotten, and 
all their royal palaces were in ruins under the drifting sands. Two hundred years after its capture, 
Xenophon's Ten Thousand marched over the mounds that had been Nineveh, and never suspected that 
these were the site of the ancient metropolis that had ruled half the world. Not a stone remained visible 
of all the temples with which Assyria's pious warriors had sought to beautify their greatest capital. Even 
Ashur, the everlasting god, was dead." (Will Durant, Our Oriental Heritage, pp. 283, 284).
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Na 1:12-13 Historical background

• “Though I have afflicted you, I will afflict you no longer. So now, I will break 
his yoke bar from upon you, And I will tear off your shackles." (1:12-13)

• The setting of Nahum is the long and painful oppression of Israel by Assyria 
and the divine prospect of its end. Although God was the ultimate author of 
Israel's oppression, Assyria, the rod of God’s anger, was the agent of His 
wrath; and the cup in the Lord’s right hand was now coming around to her. 

• The affliction of Assyria on Israel is summarised below:
• Shalmeneser III exacted tribute from Jehu (c. 824): “The tribute of Jehu, son 

of Omri; I received from him silver, gold, a golden saplu-bowl, a golden vase 
with pointed bottom, golden tumblers, golden buckets, tin, a staff for a king" 
(ANET, p 281)

• Adad-nirari III (810-782) also counted Israel ("Omri Land") as his vassal 
(ANET, p. 281)

• Tiglath-pileser III (745-727) was Israel’s first major scourge. He invaded 
Israel during the reign of Menahem (2 Ki 15:29; 1 Ch 5;6, 26; 2 Ch 30:6, 10; 
Is 9:1). He recorded this campaign: "Israel ("Omri-Land“)…all its inhabitants 
(and) their possessions I led to Assyria. They overthrew their king Pekah 
and I placed Hoshea as king over them. I received from them 10 talents of 
gold, 1,000 (?) talents of silver as their [tri]bute and brought them to Assyria" 
(ANET, p. 284). He made Ahaz of Judah (735-715) submit to Assyria ("[I 
received] the tribute of…Jehoahaz of Judah" [ANET, p. 282]). 
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Na 1:12-13 Historical background

• Shalmaneser V (727-722) invaded Judah when Hoshea (732-722), switched 
his allegiance to Egypt. 

• Sargon II (721-705) besieged and captured Samaria and deported the 
people of the N Kingdom of Israel (2 Ki 17:3-6; cf. 18:20-21; Is 7:8; 8:4; 
10:11; 36:20; Hos 9:3; 10:6, 14; 11:5). This catastrophe is explicitly 
attributed to the Lord's affliction of Israel for her sin (2 Ki 17:20; cf. 17:7-19, 
21-23; 18:9-12; see also 1 Ch 5:26; 2 Ch 30:7; Ne 9:30), as were Ahaz’s 
misfortunes (2 Ch 28:19-20). Sargon further pillaged the land (Is 20:1-6).

• Sennacherib (704-681) invaded Hezekiah’s Judah (701), seized its fortified 
cities and threatened Jerusalem, before the Lord cut down his army (Is 
10:16; cf. 2 Ki 18:13-19:37; 2 Ch 32:1-31; Is 36:1-37:38; cf. ANET, pp. 287-
88). Again, the terrible distress preceding this deliverance was specifically 
attributed to the Lord’s chastening of His unfaithful people (cf. Is 5:26; 7:17-
18, 20; 8:7; 10:5-6, 11-12,24-25; 29:1-4; 31:4, 8). 

• Both Esarhaddon (681-669) and his son Ashurbanipal (669-633) dominated  
Judah, to which Esarhaddon referred explicitly in a building inscription: "I 
called up…Manasseh king of Judah” (ANET, p.291), which may refer to 
Manasseh's bondage (2 Ch 33:1-11).
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Na 1:12-13 Historical background
The subjugation of Israel and Judah:
• Involved political servitude, accompanied by severe demands for 

tribute or indemnities (2 Ki 15:19-20; 16:8; 17:3; 18:14-16; Hos 
10:6). 

• Threatened Judah with the social disintegration that swept Israel 
into exile (cf. 2 Ki 15:29; 17:6; 18:11; 1 Ch 6:6, 26; 2 Ch 30:6, 10; Is 
36:16-17; Hos 9:3; 10:6; 11:5). 

• Disrupted the nation's worship, since Assyrian political hegemony 
was accompanied by the cult of its gods and promoted the intrusion 
of a debilitating religious syncretism (cf. 2 Ki 16:10-18; 17:24-41; 
21:1-18; 2 Ch 28:23-25; 33:1-11; Ez 4:2). For this reason Judah's 
willing dependence on foreign powers was castigated as spiritual 
adultery, constituting an abandonment of true allegiance to the Lord 
and of dependence on Him (e.g. 2 Ch 28:16-25; Is 3:6; 8:5-22; Je 
2:18, 36; Ezk 16:28; 23:5-12; Hos 1:2; 5:13; 7:11; 8:9; 12:1; 14:3). 
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Na 1:8, 2:6-8 Assyrian decline
• But with an overflowing flood He will make a complete end of its site, and will pursue His 

enemies into darkness…The gates of the rivers are opened And the palace is dissolved. It is 
fixed: She is stripped, she is carried away, And her handmaids are moaning like the sound 
of doves, Beating on their breasts.Though Nineveh was like a pool of water throughout her 
days, Now they are fleeing; "Stop, stop," But no one turns back. (1:8; 2:6-8)

• The final years (c. 638-633) of Ashurbanipal's reign are obscure; no great conquests are 
attributed to him. He seems to have withdrawn to Haran, abandoning the government of the 
empire to his successors. Assyria’s growing weakness allowed Josiah (640-609) to have 
religious reforms and even extend his influence into the neighbouring Assyrian province to 
the N (2 Ki 23:1-25), and the resurgence of Egypt as an independent power. Psammetik I 
(664-609) took the coastal cities Gerar, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and others from the Assyrians. 

• The condition of Assyria at the time of Nahum's prophecy therefore suggests a date prior to 
640 and gives considerable weight to the authority of that prophecy. 

• The downfall of Assyria is one of the greatest riddles of world history. A.L. Oppenheim 
writes: "A strong period of silence blacks out the last twenty years of the reign of 
Ashurbanipal. From the prosperity and the apogee of Assyrian power and prestige - two 
topics on which the scribes of Ashurbanipal do not tire of elaborating in glowing terms - the 
country seems to have fallen with appalling suddenness into obscurity."

• After Ashurbanipal's long reign, there was dynastic instability, his sons Ashur-etil-ilani and 
Sinshumlishir (?) being succeeded after brief reigns by the former's son, Sin-shar-ishkun 
(621-612). 

• During this period Nabopolassar established himself securely as king of Babylon (625-605), 
attacking and successively. capturing the pro-Assyrian cities of Babylonia and achieving 
complete independence from Assyria by 616. In 614 Ashur was seized amid brutal 
massacre by the Medes under Cyaxares; and after this major Assyrian loss, Nabopolassar 
and Cyaxares allied themselves against Assyria. 

• The siege and destruction of Nineveh, completed in 612, were the outcome of this alliance 
and of Assyria's failure to maintain its hold on the disparate and deeply hostile elements of 
its empire. 
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Na 1:8, 2:6-8: Fall of Nineveh
• Nineveh’s fall is recorded in the Babylonian Chronicle known as ABC 2, a 

concise record of Nabopolassar’s campaigns (616-609). He was recognized 
as king of Babylon on 23 Nov 626. This seems to have been the beginning of 
a series of insurrections against the Assyrians in which the Medes also 
played a role. The only ally of the Assy king was pharaoh Psammetichus, 
who feared that this new superpower would attack Egypt. 

• In the Fall of Nineveh Chronicle, Nabopolassar defeated the Assyrians near 
Harran in 616, which betrays a daring strategy: the Babylonians tried to block 
the main road between Assyria and the W. This time, however, the Egyptians 
arrived in time to prevent disaster. The next year, Nabopolassar started to 
besiege Aššur, still the religious capital of Assyria. 

• Again, the Assyrians averted a catastrophe, but in 614 the Medes took the 
city. This was the beginning of the end. The Median leader Cyaxares now 
allied himself with the Babylonians, according to the Bab historian Berossos 
(3rd c BC), through a royal wedding between the Bab crown prince 
Nebuchadnezzar and a Median princess named Amytis, who may or may not 
have been a daughter of the Median crown prince Astyages.

• After a year of inconclusive campaigning, the combined forces of Medes, 
Babylonians, and Scythians laid siege to Nineveh and destroyed it in August 
612, after a two-month siege. This great victory was due in part to the 
releasing of the city's water supply and the inundation of the Koser River (vs 
6-8), dissolving the sun-dried bricks of which much of the city was built, thus 
breaching its defences. 

http://www.livius.org/ne-nn/nineveh/nineveh02.html
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Na 1:8 Fall of Nineveh (Nabopolasar 
Tablet)

• The fall of Nineveh (n) as predicted by Na 1-3 and Zp 2:13-18 
is recorded on the Tablet of Nabopolasar. 

• Chr 3 (aka ABC 2) translation adapted from A.K. Grayson 
(Assyrian and Babylonian Chronicles (1975)):

• The fourteenth year [612-611]: The king of Akkad mustered his army and 
marched to Assyria. The king of the Medes marched towards the king of Akkad 
and they met one another at [...]u. 

• The king of Akkad and his army crossed the Tigris; Cyaxares had to cross the 
Radanu, and they marched along the bank of the Tigris. In the month Simanu, 
the Nth day, they encamped against Nineveh.

• From the month Simanu until the month Âbu -for three months- they subjected 
the city to a heavy siege. On the Nth day of the month Âbu they inflicted a 
major defeat upon a great people. At that time Sin-šar-iškun, king of Assyria, 
died. They carried off the vast booty of the city and the temple and turned the 
city into a ruin heap The [lacuna] of Assyria escaped from the enemy and, to 
safe his life, seized the feet of the king of Akkad. 

• On the twentieth day of the month Ulûlu [14 Sep 612] Cyaxares and his army 
went home. After he had gone, the king of Akkad dispatched his army and they 
marched to Nasibina [Nisibis]. Plunder and exiles [lacuna] and they brought the 
people of Rusapu to the king of Akkad at Nineveh. 

• On the [lacuna] of the month [lacuna] Aššur-uballit [II] ascended to the throne 
in Harran to rule Assyria. Up until the [lacuna] day of the month [lacuna] the 
king of Akkad set out and in [lacuna]

Cuneiform tablet with the 
fall of Nineveh The text 
of this chronicle is 
inscribed on a medium-
size tablet, L: 13.2cm, 
W: 6.9 cm. At one time it 
was broken into 4 pieces 
and, although the 
fragments have been 
joined, there are several 
surface flaws as well as 
a large lacuna in the 
centre of the tablet (BM 
21901)
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Na 1:11 Assyrian invasion (Sennacherib)
• From you has gone forth One who plotted evil against the LORD, A wicked 

counselor..(1:11) your shepherds are sleeping, O king of Assyria (3:18)
• The enemy who plots against the Lord is specified as a distinct individual, clearly 

identified in 3:18 as the king of Assyria. The ruler envisaged here emerge from 
Nineveh in his opposition to the Lord ("from you": feminine sg), an opposition directed 
against the visible manifestation of God's rule in Jerusalem.

• Sennacherib, perhaps more than any, stands out as the most powerful aggressor from 
Nineveh against Judah. Assyrian annals describe his Judean campaign (c. 701), as 
cruelly devastating 47 fortified cities including Lachish (recorded in a series of reliefs 
at his palace at Nineveh (cf. 2 Ki 18:13; 19:8; cf. ANEP, pp. 371-74). 

• That Nahum was referring primarily to Sennacherib's invasion is supported by his 
repeated reminiscences of Isaiah's prophecies relating to that era; in particular, the 
verb plots recalls its description of Assyrian arrogance in Is 10:7 ("has in mind").

• Vassal states of the god of the Assyrians, Ashur, were forced to render both political 
and religious allegiance to Assyria. Offenders were punished by reprisals and 
invasion. In view of this threat to the worship of the Lord, it is understandable why 
Isaiah warned about the danger of Assyria’s hegemony:”As my hand has reached to 
the kingdoms of the idols, whose graven images were greater than those of Jerusalem 
and Samaria, shall I not do to Jerusalem and her images just as I have done to 
Samaria and her idols?” (Is 10:10-11)
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Na 1:11 Assyrian invasion (terror policy)
• From you has gone forth One who plotted evil against 

the LORD, A wicked counselor..(1:11) The intent of 
this plotting is "wickedness" (beliya'al; cf. also v.15), a 
noun often translated as "worthlessness" and implying 
a total lack of moral fibre and principle. 

• The Assyrians used a calculated policy of terror as a 
psychological weapon. It was not unusual for them to 
kill every man, woman, and child in captured cities. 
Sometimes they would carry away entire populations 
into captivity. 

• The policies and procedures of Tiglath-Pileser III were 
employed with vigour and ferocity by his successors 
and helped maintain security. 

• Such punishments by Assyria no doubt helped to 
secure the payment of tribute -- silver, gold, tin, 
copper, bronze and iron, as well as building materials 
including wood, all of which was necessary for the 
economic survival of the empire. (n)

Assyrian warriors impaling Jewish 
prisoners after conquering Lachish in 
701. Part of a relief from the palace of 
Sennacherib, Niniveh (BM/Lessing)
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Na 1:11 Assyrian invasion (terror policy)

A multitude of slaves, prisoners of war 
from different parts of the ANE, labour 
probably to adorn Sennacherib’s 
Southwest Palace at Nineveh. In both 
details, three rows of men pull on heavy 
ropes, dragging large stones to the 
palace. Hovering over them, Assyrian 
overseers stand poised to strike with their 
truncheons. The men in the middle row of 
each detail appear to be Judahite 
captives, for they are dressed similarly to 
the deportees from Lachish in other 
reliefs at Nineveh. These details come 
from reliefs in Court VI of the palace. 
(BM)
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Na 1:11 Assyrian invasion (terror 
policy) (n)

Ashurbanipal (668–627) preserved for posterity this ghastly 
record of how he dealt with his Elamite enemies, who lived to the 
SE of Assyria. The upper register of the relief shows two naked 
men lying supine, fastened to the ground with ropes and stakes, 
while two Assyrians, bending over them with knives, flay them. 
To the R of this scene, an Assyrian probably uses strings to 
carry away a head. In the lower register, at the bottom edge, an 
Assyrian steadies the head of an Elamite prisoner, while another 
Assyrian tears out the man’s tongue. Above them, two Assyrians 
throw down the next victim, whose arms are tied behind his 
back.

Dismembered and displayed, the victims of Shalmaneser III (858–
824) become grisly ornaments, as shown in this detail from a 
bronze relief that once decorated the wooden gates of a temple or 
palace at Balawat, nr mod. Mosul. Severed heads hang from the 
walls of Kulisi, R: as flames (represented by parallel vertical lines) 
consume this city near the source of the Tigris River. Beside the 
city we see a prisoner, bereft of hands and feet, impaled on a 
stake. L: an Assyrian soldier grasps the hand of a captive whose 
other hand and feet have been cut off. Dismembered hands and 
feet litter the ground. 



Nahum and Nineveh 26

Na 1:12-13 Assyrian military

• Thus says the LORD, "Though they are at full strength and likewise many, 
Even so, they will be cut off and pass away. Though I have afflicted you, I 
will afflict you no longer. So now, I will break his yoke bar from upon you, 
And I will tear off your shackles." (1:12-13)

• To confirm the threat expressed in vs. 8-11, Nahum explains the divine 
purpose more fully. The shâleem (strength undiminished, both outwardly 
and inwardly, i.e., both numerous and strong) of her army will be of no help 
to Nineveh. It is to be gaazaz “mowed down”, taken from the mowing of the 
meadows, fig. complete destruction. Thus Judah will be delivered from its 
oppressor. 

• The singular is used with special emphasis, the numerous army being 
treated as one man: "he paints the whole people as vanishing away, just as 
if one little man were carried off" (Strauss).

• The Assyrian army of the 8th c comprised at least 150-200,000 men and was 
the largest standing military force in the ANE then. An Assyrian combat field 
army numbered ≈ 50,000 men with various mixes of infantry, chariots, and 
cavalry. When arrayed for battle the army took up an area of 2,500m across 
the front and 100m deep. The Assyrian army was also the first army to be 
entirely equipped with iron weapons. (n)
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Na 1:12-13 
Assyrian military

• Tiglath-Pileser III built the most efficient military, financial, 
and administrative system of his time. He built the state 
around a standing regular army. The principal business 
of the nation became war; its wealth and prosperity were 
sustained by booty and by supervision of trade and 
finance. A semi-military bureaucracy carried out the 
functions of government at home and in the conquered 
regions. 

• This was the first truly military society of history. All 
efforts went into improving the efficiency and power of 
the army. Recognizing  the advantage of iron over 
bronze, as early as 1000 their militia armies had been 
completely equipped with weapons, chariots, and armour 
made of iron. Tiglath-pileser kept this technical 
superiority by constant and systematic improvement of 
weapons, and by the careful training of the soldiers in the 
use of their arms. 

• The bulk of the army were masses of spearmen. The 
archers were more highly organized than their 
counterparts elsewhere and evidently had stronger bows. 
They prepared the way for a closely coordinated chariot 
and cavalry charge. 

• The high degree of organization of the army is enabled it 
to fight successfully over all kinds of terrain. While we do 
not have the organizational details, it is thought that their 
field armies may occasionally have reached up to 50,000 
men, which would have needed large supply trains for 
desert or mountain operations, and could have 
functioned only with smoothly operating logistical 
systems. 

Assy archer
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Na 1:12-13 Assyrian military
• The main striking force of the 

Assyrian army was the corps of 
horse-drawn, two-wheeled chariots 
who would smash their way through 
the ranks of enemy infantry. 

• Like their contemporaries, the 
Assyrians used chariots in simple, 
brute force, but in larger numbers, 
with more determination, and in closer 
coordination with archers, spearmen, 
and cavalry. 

• The cavalry was the smallest element 
of the army, but probably the best 
trained and equipped. 

• The horsemen fought with a 
combination of discipline, skill, and 
ingenuity not possible in the other 
elements of the army. 

Assyrian war chariot with charioteer. Bas-relief, palace 
of Ashurbanipal (668-627), in Niniveh, illustrating the 
campaign against the kingdom of Elam which brought 
Elam under Assyrian rule, 645. (LV/Lessing )

http://www.artres.com/c/htm/CSearchZ.aspx?o=&Total=104&FP=132281&E=22SIJMY9NSGCH&SID=JMGEJNTM7WX79&Pic=6&SubE=2UNTWA4NNDD
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Na 1:12-15 Assyria versus Judah
• There would be a complete reversal in the destiny of the opposing parties: 

Assyria’s political and military might would be forever shattered whereas 
Judah’s political and military bondage would be shattered. Assyria’s 
religious system and monarchy would end, while Judah's religion would be 
revived. 

V 15 “Behold, on the mountains the feet 
of him who brings good news, Who 
announces peace! Celebrate your 
feasts, O Judah; Pay your vows. For 
never again will the wicked one pass 
through you; He is cut off 
completely.”  

V 14 "Your name will no longer be 
perpetuated. I will cut off idol 
and image From the house of 
your gods. I will prepare your 
grave, For you are 
contemptible."

V 12-13 “Though I have afflicted you, I 
will afflict you no longer. So now, I 
will break his yoke bar from upon 
you, And I will tear off your 
shackles."

V 12 a “Though they are at full 
strength and likewise many, 
Even so, they will be cut off and 
pass away.”

JudahAssyria
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Na 2:1 Assyria attacked
• The one who scatters has come up against you. Man the fortress, watch the 

road; Strengthen your back, summon all your strength. (2:1)
• It has been established that in Assyria a civil war occurred, weakening the 

empire so that it could no longer stand up against a foreign enemy. Ashur-
banipal had twin sons. Ashur-Etil-Ilani was appointed successor to the 
throne, but his twin brother Sin-Shar-Ishkun did not recognize him. The fight 
between them and their supporters forced the old king to withdraw to 
Harran, in 632 at the latest, perhaps ruling from there over the W part of the 
empire until he died in 627. 

• Ashur-Etil-Ilani governed in Assyria from c 633, but a general, Sin-Shum-
Lisher, soon rebelled against him and proclaimed himself counter-king. 
Some years later Sin-Shar-Ishkun finally succeeded in obtaining the 
kingship. In Babylonian documents, dates can be found for all 3 kings.

• In 626 the Chaldean, Nabopolassar (Nabu-apal-usur), revolted from Uruk 
and occupied Babylon. There were several changes in government. Ashur-
Etel-Ilani was forced to withdraw to the W, where he died (621?). 

• About 626 the Scythians laid waste to Syria and Palestine. In 625 the 
Medes under Cyaxares (c.625-585; IBD 3:320) began to conquer the E 
provinces of Assyria. One chronicle relates wars between Sin-Shar-Ishkun 
and Nabopolassar in Babylonia in 625-623. It was not long until the 
Assyrians were driven out of Babylonia. In 616 the Medes struck against 
Nineveh. A sector of the suburbs was taken, but not the city. Hero. says he 
Scythians drove back the Medes. 
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Na 2:1 Assyria attacked
• The one who scatters has come up against you. Man the fortress, watch the road; 

Strengthen your back, summon all your strength. (2:1)
• In 615, however, the Medes conquered Arrapkha (Kirkuk), and in 614 they took the 

old capital of Ashur, looting and destroying the city. Now Cyaxares and Nabopolassar 
made an alliance so as to divide Assyria. In 612 Kalakh and Nineveh succumbed to 
the superior strength of the allies (which seems to have included the Scythians 
(Umman Manda?))

• The revenge taken on the Assyrians was terrible. King Sin-shar-ishkun died in his 
burning palace. The commander of the Assyrian army in the W crowned himself king 
in the city of Harran, assuming the name of the founder of the empire, Ashur-Uballit II 
(612-609). 

• Ashur-Uballit had to face both the Babylonians and the Medes. They conquered 
Harran in 610, without, however, destroying the city completely. In 609 the remaining 
Assyrian troops had to capitulate. With this event, Assyria disappeared from history. 

• Man the fortress The Assyrians are mockingly called to action. The city had in fact 
been well equipped to withstand both siege and invasion. Sennabcherib spent 6 
years building his armoury, which occupied a terraced area of 16ha and enlarged by 
Esarhaddob. It contained all the weaponry needed: bows, arrows, quivers, chariots, 
wagons, armour, horses, mules, and equipment. 

• The royal “road” had been enlarged to a width of 24m, facilitating the movement of 
troops. However, all these material resources did not avail if the strength of the 
defenders could not be marshaled. 
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Na 2:3-4 Assyrian chariots

• 'The attack is led by the invader's chariot forces, the most formidable wing of an army fighting in open 
terrain. The Neo-Assyrian chariots were built of various types of wood, for lightness and speed, with 
fittings of leather and of metal that would flash with reflected light (v 3). They were fitted with a pole and 
yoke for the horses, normally a team of two, and with spoked wheels and a single axle, which permitted 
a high degree of manoeuvrability.

• Under Ashurbanipal a chariot crew comprised as many as 4 members: the driver; equipped with a long 
spear and round shield, an archer, and two shield bearers for protection of their fellow crew-members. 
The Assyrian shields were either round or rectangular in shape, the latter being designed to cover most 
of the body, particularly to defend archers or spearmen in siege warfare. The shields were made of 
wood or wickerwork covered with leather, which could have been dyed red. 

• Doubtless the enemy's chariots were similar in design, and they could account for all the features 
described in vs3-4 (cf. "shields," "soldiers," "spears"). However, it is evident from the parallel passage in 
3:2-3 that cavalry accompanied the chariots, a typical feature of Assyrian warfare; and both shields and 
spears might also be carried by the infantry who penetrated the defences in 2:5 (cf. Yigael Yadin, The 
Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands [New York: McGraw, 1963], pp. 4-5, 294-95, 297fT., 452).

• The conflict was located in the streets (v 4) of Nineveh, denoting its suburbs outside the inner defensive 
"wall" that had not yet been reached (cf. v 5). According to ABC2, 3 battles may have been fought during 
the 3 months of intense siege before the city fell (ANET, pp. 303ff.; Maier, pp. 112-13). Indeed, the 
historian Diodorus Siculus (c. 20 BC), quoting earlier sources of varying authenticity, claimed that the 
Assyrians were victorious in the early stages of the conflict; as a result they became overconfident and 
were decisively defeated while their soldiers were feasting and drinking (cf. 1:10) (Maier, pp. 109-10, 
192).

Assy regal chariot 
with two horses

The chariots are enveloped in flashing steel 
When he is prepared to march, and the 
cypress spears are brandished. The chariots 
race madly in the streets, They rush wildly in 
the squares, Their appearance is like torches, 
They dash to and fro like lightning flashes. 
(2:3-4) The noise of the whip, The noise of 
the rattling of the wheel, Galloping horses 
And bounding chariots! (3:2)
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Na 2:6 Gates of the rivers

• The gates of the rivers are opened And the palace is dissolved. 
(2:6)

• This marks the decisive turning point of the enemy’s campaign, as 
the main line of defence is broken and the heart of the city 
destroyed. 

• Gates of the rivers Nineveh lay at the confluence of 3 rivers – the 
Tigris and two tributaries, the Khosr and the Tebiltu, passing 
through the city itself. Virtually all of its 15 gates gave access to one 
of these rivers or to a canal derived from them.

• Alternatively, the gates envisaged are those regulating the flow of 
water through one or more of the dams controlling the flow of the 
rivers. 

• When thrown open by the enemy, who already controlled the 
suburbs, the gates would have released a deluge of water, as a 
result of which the palace dissolved (the NAS translated mug “to 
melt”, primarily used of dissolution by water). 
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Na 2:9-10, 3:12-15 Plunder and fire
• Plunder the silver! Plunder the gold! For there is no limit to the treasure -- 

Wealth from every kind of desirable object. She is emptied! Yes, she is 
desolate and waste! Hearts are melting and knees knocking! Also anguish is 
in the whole body And all their faces are grown pale! (2:9-10)

• All your fortifications are fig trees with ripe fruit -- When shaken, they fall into 
the eater's mouth. Behold, your people are women in your midst! The gates 
of your land are opened wide to your enemies; Fire consumes your gate 
bars. Draw for yourself water for the siege! Strengthen your fortifications! Go 
into the clay and tread the mortar! Take hold of the brick mould! There fire 
will consume you, The sword will cut you down; It will consume you as the 
locust does. (3:12-15)

• The city was plundered by the Medes (n). Its King Sin-šar-iškun, who had 
once been in charge of Babylon, perished in the flames, though his family 
escaped.  

• Fire consumes your gate bars Extensive traces of ash, representing the 
sack of the city in 612 have been found in many parts of the Acropolis. 
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Na 2:11-12 Lion
• Where is the den of the lions And the feeding place of 

the young lions, Where the lion, lioness and lion's cub 
prowled, With nothing to disturb them? The lion tore 
enough for his cubs, Killed enough for his lionesses, 
And filled his lairs with prey And his dens with torn 
flesh. (2:11-12)

• Nineveh in the 7th c was the richest city throughout the 
ANE from the booty taken in war and from tribute 
exacted by the Assyrian kings, like a den to which 
prey is taken. 

• Where the lion, lioness and lion's cub prowled  The 
main sport of Assy kings was the lion hunt. The rulers 
of Nineveh pursued the big cats through the hills 
above the Tigris, finding a unique thrill in the dangers 
of the chase. The king would meet the charge of the 
lion head-on with his lance or fire arrows from his 
chariot. 

• Layard's excavations showed one basic motif of Assy 
art: the lion hunt. The scene is repeatedly portrayed 
on the panels from Nineveh. Subsequent study has 
only reinforced Layard's conclusion that "the triumphs 
of the king over this formidable animal are deemed no 
less worthy of record than his victories over his 
enemies.“ 

• The lion symbolized Assyria in its combination of 
courage, violence and sovereign disdain for any 
adversary that stood in its path. The lion roamed the 
hills and plains while lesser beasts fled before it, as 
did the Assyrians forcing capitulations from 
neighbouring peoples. It is a fitting metaphor to use of 
Nineveh’s impotency.

Lion hunt. Ashurbanipal, 668-627, Nineveh (SMB-V/Juergen Liepe)

Ashurbanipal kills the lion with his sword; but his sparev 
horse is attacked by another wounded lion. Relief from the 
Palace of Ashurbanipal, Nineveh. c. 645 (BM/ Werner 
Forman )
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Na 2:11-12 Lion (plunder)

Assyrian soldiers carry away their 
booty after conquering Lachish in 
701, depicted in this detail from a 
relief in Sennacherib’s Southwest 
Palace at Nineveh. The annals of the 
kings describe not only their military 
exploits, but also their building 
activities. This suggests that the spoil 
and booty taken during the military 
campaigns formed the financial 
foundation for the building activities 
of palaces, temples, canals and other 
public structures. The booty—
property and people—probably 
provided not only precious building 
materials, but also artists and 
workmen deported from conquered 
territories. (Lessing)
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Na 3:6-7 Ruins of 
Nineveh

• “I will throw filth on you And make you vile, And set you up as a spectacle. And it 
will come about that all who see you Will shrink from you and say, 'Nineveh is 
devastated! Who will grieve for her?' Where will I seek comforters for you?" (3:6-
7)

• And He will stretch out His hand against the north And destroy Assyria, And He 
will make Nineveh a desolation, Parched like the wilderness. Flocks will lie down 
in her midst, All beasts which range in herds; Both the pelican and the hedgehog 
Will lodge in the tops of her pillars; Birds will sing in the window, Desolation will 
be on the threshold; For He has laid bare the cedar work. This is the exultant city 
Which dwells securely, Who says in her heart, "I am, and there is no one besides 
me." How she has become a desolation, A resting place for beasts! Everyone 
who passes by her will hiss And wave his hand in contempt. (Zp 2:13-15)

• The city was left to fall into a heap of desolate ruin which it is today, a pasturing 
place for the flocks (Zp 2), which gives the citadel mound its modern name of 
Tell Kuyunjik (“mound of many sheep”). 

• When Xenophon and the retreating Greek army passed in 401, it was already an 
unrecognizable mass of debris. So completely obliterated was it, according to its 
prophesied decimation, that it was like a myth until its discovery by Layard and 
others in the 19th c. 

General view of Kuyunjik, the palace 
mound of Nineveh (John M. Russell) 


