
Introduction to Nahum Chapter 3

 

Woe to the Bloody City: Nineveh’s Guilt Named, Thebes Remembered, and No 

Healing for the Bruise

 




Chapter 3 brings the book of Nahum to its close with the prophecy’s single most direct, unsparing indictment of Nineveh’s actual guilt, opening with a formal “woe” oracle that names  the  city  outright  as  “the  bloody  city,”  full  of  lies,  robbery,  and  endless  plunder. Where chapters 1 and 2 had built toward Nineveh’s destruction through theophany and battle  imagery,  chapter  3  pauses  to  make  the  moral  case  explicit:  Assyria’s  coming judgment  is  not  arbitrary  cruelty  but  the  direct,  fitting  consequence  of  generations  of violence, deceit, and exploitation practiced against nation after nation across the ancient Near East. 

 

The  chapter’s  central  argument  draws  on  recent,  verifiable  history  rather  than  abstract threat, pointing to the actual fall of Thebes, the great Egyptian city known in Hebrew as “No”  or  “No-amon,”  conquered  by  Assyria  itself  in  663  BC  despite  its  seemingly impregnable defenses and powerful allies. If Thebes, for all its strength, could not escape destruction,  Nahum  argues,  neither  will  Nineveh,  a  rhetorical  strategy  that  grounds prophetic certainty in recent, memorable, and undeniable historical precedent rather than speculation alone. 

 

The  book  closes  with  one  of  the  most  unrelenting  dirges  in  the  prophetic  corpus, addressed directly to “the king of Assyria,” whose shepherds slumber, whose nobles lie scattered,  and  whose  bruise,  Nahum  declares  flatly,  admits  no  healing,  ending  not  with any word of restoration for Nineveh itself, as some other prophetic oracles against foreign nations  occasionally  include,  but  with  a  final,  unanswered  question  that  stands  as  the book’s own summary verdict: upon whom hath not thy wickedness passed continually? With  this  question  the  book  of  Nahum  ends,  its  message  of  comfort  to  Judah  complete precisely  because  its  message  of  judgment  against  Nineveh  has  been  carried  through  to its final, uncompromising conclusion. 

 

Opening Prayer

 

Lord God, You see every bloody city, full of lies and robbery, where the prey departeth not, and you are not silent before violence and deceit practiced against the nations. Thank you that you name wickedness plainly, and that you do not allow cruelty and exploitation to go forever unanswered, however long it may seem to continue unchecked.

 

Lord, remind us, as you reminded Nineveh, that no earthly strength, no multitude of merchants, no crowned captains, and no fortified stronghold can save what you have determined to bring down. Just as populous No, for all her rivers and allies, was carried away, let us never place ultimate confidence in any human alliance or defense.

 

And Lord, where there has been a wound in our own lives, or in the world around us, that seems beyond healing, remind us that you alone are the one who binds up what is broken, and that even where there is no healing of the bruise by human means, your mercy remains able to do what we cannot. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Nahum 3:1–4

 

Woe to the Bloody City: The Wellfavoured Harlot, the Mistress of Witchcrafts

 

(1) Woe to the bloody city! it is all full of lies and robbery; the prey departeth not;

 

(2) The noise of a whip, and the noise of the rattling of the wheels, and of the pransing horses, and of the jumping chariots.

 

(3) The horseman lifteth up both the bright sword and the glittering spear: and there is a multitude of slain, and a great number of carcases; and there is none end of their corpses; they stumble upon their corpses:

 

(4) Because of the multitude of the whoredoms of the wellfavoured harlot, the mistress of witchcrafts, that selleth nations through her whoredoms, and families through her witchcrafts.

 

The Context Verse 1’s “woe to the bloody city! it is all full of lies and robbery; the prey departeth not” opens  with  the  classic  prophetic  “woe”  formula,  a  formal  pronouncement  of  doom (compare  Isaiah  5:8–23;  Habakkuk  2:6–19),  naming  Nineveh  outright  as  “the  bloody city,” a direct, unambiguous moral indictment rather than merely a prediction of coming disaster.  “Full  of  lies  and  robbery”  and  “the  prey  departeth  not”  name  specific, characteristic  sins,  deceit,  plunder,  and  endless,  unrestrained  exploitation  of  conquered peoples,  as  the  actual  grounds  for  the  judgment  already  described  in  the  preceding  two chapters. 

 

Verse  2’s  “the  noise  of  a  whip,  and  the  noise  of  the  rattling  of  the  wheels,  and  of  the pransing  horses,  and  of  the  jumping  chariots”  launches  into  rapid,  auditory  battle imagery,  a  cascade  of  noise  conveying  chaotic,  overwhelming  military  assault, continuing  the  vivid  sensory  technique  already  established  in  chapter  2.  Verse  3’s  “the horseman lifteth up both the bright sword and the glittering spear: and there is a multitude of  slain,  and  a  great  number  of  carcases;  and  there  is  none  end  of  their  corpses;  they stumble upon their corpses” intensifies this imagery to its most graphic point in the entire book,  corpses  piled  so  extensively  that  survivors  literally  stumble  over  them,  a deliberately unflinching depiction of the scale of coming devastation. 

 

Verse  4’s  “because  of  the  multitude  of  the  whoredoms  of  the  wellfavoured  harlot,  the mistress of witchcrafts, that selleth nations through her whoredoms, and families through her witchcrafts” explains this devastation’s cause using metaphorical language common throughout prophetic literature (compare similar harlotry imagery applied to other nations and even to  unfaithful  Israel  in  Ezekiel 16 and 23), “harlot” and  “witchcrafts” together picturing  Assyria’s  combination  of  seductive  political  manipulation,  deceptive  alliance-making, and outright exploitation, “selleth nations” naming the empire’s practice of using treaties, tribute, and false promises to enslave and plunder the very peoples it had drawn into dependent relationships. 

 

Plain American English

 

Woe to the city of blood, full of lies, full of plunder, never without victims! The crack of whips,  the  clatter  of  wheels,  galloping  horses  and  jolting  chariots!  Charging  cavalry, flashing  swords  and  glittering  spears!  Many  casualties,  piles  of  dead,  bodies  without number, people stumbling over the corpses, all because of the wanton lust of a prostitute, alluring, the mistress of sorceries, who enslaved nations by her prostitution and peoples by her witchcraft. 

 

Key Observations “woe to the bloody city! it is all full of lies and robbery; the prey departeth not”: This signifies A Formal, Unambiguous Moral Indictment Rather Than Merely a Neutral Prediction of Disaster. 

 

By opening with the classic prophetic woe formula and naming Nineveh directly as “the bloody city,” this verse grounds the coming judgment in explicit moral accusation, insisting that what follows is deserved consequence rather than arbitrary catastrophe. 

 

“there is none end of their corpses; they stumble upon their corpses”: This signifies Unflinching, Graphic Imagery Depicting the Full, Undeniable Scale of Coming Devastation. 

 

This deliberately vivid, uncomfortable image resists any softening of what the coming judgment against Nineveh will actually involve, insisting on the full moral and human weight of the consequence about to fall on a city whose own violence had inflicted comparable devastation on countless others. 

 

“the multitude of the whoredoms of the wellfavoured harlot, the mistress of witchcrafts, that selleth nations”: This signifies Political Manipulation and Deceptive Alliance-Making Pictured Through the Metaphor of Seductive, Exploitative Harlotry. 

 

This vivid metaphor names Assyria’s specific method of empire, drawing nations into dependent, exploitative relationships through treaty and false promise before plundering them, a pattern of manipulation this image captures more precisely than mere military conquest alone. 

 

What This Means for Us Today

 

1. Recognize That Prophetic Judgment Rests on Specific, Named Moral Accusation Rather Than Arbitrary Threat: This passage’s formal woe oracle invites contemporary readers to see biblical judgment language as grounded in specific, articulated wrongdoing, encouraging careful moral evaluation rather than treating divine judgment as unpredictable or capricious. 

 

2. Take Seriously the Real Human Cost Behind Any System Built on Exploitation and Deceit: The graphic imagery of this passage resists sanitizing the true cost of empires and systems built on violence and manipulation, inviting contemporary readers to reckon honestly with the real human suffering behind such systems, past and present. 

 

How This Relates to Today

 

This  passage’s  naming  of  deceptive  alliance-making  and  exploitative  political manipulation as core to Assyria’s guilt speaks to ongoing contemporary concerns about powerful  nations  or  institutions  using  treaty,  dependency,  and  false  promise  to  exploit weaker  parties,  a  pattern  of  injustice  this  ancient  indictment  names  with  unusual precision. 

 

Key Lesson: *This opening unit pronounces a formal woe against Nineveh, naming it directly the bloody city full of lies and robbery, depicts the coming devastation in graphic, unflinching battle imagery, and grounds this judgment specifically in the empire’s pattern of seductive political manipulation and deceptive alliance-making, selling nations and families through what the prophet names as harlotry and witchcraft.*

 

Nahum 3:5–7

 

I Will Discover Thy Skirts Upon Thy Face: Who Will Bemoan Her?

 

(5) Behold, I am against thee, saith the LORD of hosts; and I will discover thy skirts upon thy face, and I will shew the nations thy nakedness, and the kingdoms thy shame.

 

(6) And I will cast abominable filth upon thee, and make thee vile, and will set thee as a gazingstock.

 

(7) And it shall come to pass, that all they that look upon thee shall flee from thee, and say, Nineveh is laid waste: who will bemoan her? whence shall I seek comforters for thee?

 

The Context Verse 5’s “behold,  I am against thee, saith the LORD of hosts;  and I will  discover thy skirts  upon  thy  face,  and  I  will  shew  the  nations  thy  nakedness,  and  the  kingdoms  thy shame”  repeats  the  same  devastating  direct  declaration  already  delivered  in  chapter  2, “behold,  I  am  against  thee,”  now  continuing  the  harlotry  metaphor  of  the  preceding verses  into  a  specific,  culturally  shameful  image  of  public  exposure,  a  punishment historically  associated  with  judgment  against  unfaithfulness  or  harlotry  in  the  ancient Near  East  (compare  Jeremiah  13:26;  Ezekiel  16:37),  Nineveh’s  hidden  shame  made publicly, universally visible before the very nations it had exploited. 

 

Verse 6’s  “and  I will cast  abominable filth  upon thee, and make thee vile, and will set thee  as  a  gazingstock”  intensifies  this  public  humiliation  further,  “gazingstock”  naming Nineveh’s  coming  transformation  from  feared  empire  to  object  of  open  contempt  and mockery,  a  complete  reversal  of  the  terror  it  had  once  inspired  throughout  the  ancient world. 

 

Verse 7’s “and it shall come to pass, that all they that look upon thee shall flee from thee, and say, Nineveh is laid waste: who will bemoan her? whence shall I seek comforters for thee?” closes the unit with a striking, almost mournful rhetorical question, one made all the more pointed by its context: unlike so many oracles against foreign nations elsewhere in Scripture, which sometimes include at least a note of sympathy or eventual restoration, this question expects the answer “no one,” naming Nineveh’s coming isolation as total, a city  so  thoroughly  identified  with  cruelty  that  even  in  its  fall  it  will  find  no  genuine mourners among the very nations it once terrorized. 

 

Plain American English

 

I  am  against  you,  declares  the  LORD  Almighty.  I  will  lift  your  skirts  over  your  face.  I will show the nations your nakedness and the kingdoms your shame. I will pelt you with filth, I will treat you with contempt and make you a spectacle. All who see you will flee from you and say, Nineveh is in ruins, who will mourn for her? Where can I find anyone to comfort you? 

 

Key Observations

 

“behold, I am against thee, saith the LORD of hosts”: This signifies A Second Direct, Personal Divine Declaration Repeated From Chapter 2 to Underscore Its Unrelenting Certainty. 

 

By repeating this same severe personal confrontation from chapter 2, this passage reinforces the certainty and personal directness of God’s own opposition to Nineveh, refusing to let the earlier declaration be treated as a single, isolated statement rather than the settled divine position throughout the book. 

 

“I will set thee as a gazingstock”: This signifies A Complete Reversal From Feared Empire to Object of Open Public Contempt and Mockery. 

 

This image names a total inversion of Nineveh’s historical position, from a power whose very name once inspired terror throughout the ancient Near East to a spectacle openly mocked by the same nations it once dominated. 

 

“who will bemoan her? whence shall I seek comforters for thee?”: This signifies A Striking Absence of Mourners, Naming Nineveh’s Isolation in Judgment as Total Rather Than Softened by Any Note of Sympathy. 

 

Unlike some other prophetic oracles against foreign nations that include eventual notes of restoration or sympathy, this rhetorical question, expecting the answer “no one,” names Nineveh’s coming fall as one that will draw no genuine mourning even from a watching world, so thoroughly is the empire identified with cruelty in the memory of those it once oppressed. 

 

What This Means for Us Today

 

1. Recognize That Public Reputation Built on Fear Rather Than Genuine Respect Offers No Lasting Sympathy in Downfall: The absence of mourners for Nineveh invites contemporary reflection on the difference between power that inspires fear and power that earns genuine respect, the former proving unable to secure any lasting goodwill when circumstances change. 

 

How This Relates to Today

 

This passage’s image of complete public reversal, from feared power to open spectacle, speaks  to  any  contemporary  situation  where  an  institution  or  figure  built  its  influence primarily  on  intimidation,  offering  a  sober  reminder  of  how  quickly  such  influence  can collapse into contempt once its underlying power is removed. 

Key Lesson: *This unit repeats God’s direct personal declaration of opposition to Nineveh, pictures its coming public shame and humiliation using the harlotry metaphor already established, and closes with the striking, unanswered question of who will mourn for a city so thoroughly identified with cruelty that even its fall draws no genuine sympathy from a watching world.*

 

Nahum 3:8–11

 

Art Thou Better Than Populous No: Ethiopia and Egypt Were Her Strength, Yet Was She Carried Away

 

(8) Art thou better than populous No, that was situate among the rivers, that had the waters round about it, whose rampart was the sea, and her wall was from the sea?

 

(9) Ethiopia and Egypt were her strength, and it was infinite; Put and Lubim were thy helpers.

 

(10) Yet was she carried away, she went into captivity: her young children also were dashed in pieces at the top of all the streets: and they cast lots for her honourable men, and all her great men were bound in chains.

 

(11) Thou also shalt be drunken: thou shalt be hid, thou also shalt seek strength because of the enemy.

 

The Context

 

Verse 8’s “art thou better than populous No, that was situate among the rivers, that had the waters round about it, whose rampart was the sea, and her wall was from the sea?” invokes recent, verifiable history rather than abstract warning, “populous No” referring to Thebes, the great Egyptian capital, its natural defenses, surrounded by the Nile’s waters, described  in  the  most  impressive  possible  terms,  a  city  whose  apparent  geographical invincibility closely paralleled Nineveh’s own confidence in its river-protected defenses. 

 

Verse 9’s “Ethiopia and Egypt were her strength, and it was infinite; Put and Lubim were thy  helpers”  lists  Thebes’s  formidable  alliance  network,  Ethiopia  (Cush),  Egypt  itself, Put,  and  Lubim  (Libya),  naming  resources  and  allies  that  made  the  city’s  eventual  fall seem,  before  it  happened,  virtually  unthinkable,  precisely  the  kind  of  overwhelming strength Nineveh itself now possessed and trusted in. 

 

Verse 10’s “yet  was she carried away, she went  into captivity: her young children also were dashed in  pieces  at the top  of all the streets: and they cast  lots  for her honourable men, and all her great men were bound in chains” names the actual, historical outcome, Thebes’s  conquest  by  Assyria  itself  in  663  BC under  Ashurbanipal,  described  with  the same  unflinching  graphic  detail  already  established  earlier  in  the  chapter,  its  children killed,  its  leaders  enslaved  and  gambled  over,  a  fate  history  had  already,  undeniably confirmed. Verse 11’s “thou also shalt be drunken: thou shalt be hid, thou also shalt seek strength  because  of  the  enemy”  applies  this  precedent  directly  to  Nineveh  with  the emphatic  “thou  also,”  insisting  that  the  very  fate  Assyria  itself  had  once  inflicted  on Thebes  now  awaits  Assyria  in  turn,  a  pointed  irony  given  that  Nineveh  was  itself  the conquering power in that earlier destruction. 

 

Plain American English

 

Are you better than Thebes,  situated on the Nile, with  water around her? The river was her  defense,  the  waters  her  wall.  Cush  and  Egypt  were  her  boundless  strength;  Put  and Libya were among her allies. Yet she was taken captive and went into exile. Her infants were  dashed  to  pieces  at  every  street  corner.  Lots  were  cast  for  her  nobles,  and  all  her great  men  were  put  in  chains.  You  too  will  become  drunk;  you  will  go  into  hiding  and seek refuge from the enemy. 

 

Key Observations

 

“art thou better than populous No… whose rampart was the sea”: This signifies Nineveh’s Coming Fall Grounded in Recent, Verifiable Historical Precedent Rather Than Abstract Threat Alone. 

 

By invoking Thebes’s actual, recent, historically documented fall rather than a hypothetical or purely future warning, this rhetorical question grounds the prophecy’s certainty in undeniable precedent, a strategy considerably more persuasive than speculation alone. 

 

“Ethiopia and Egypt were her strength, and it was infinite… yet was she carried away”: This signifies Overwhelming Alliance and Resource Ultimately Insufficient to Prevent Thebes’s Actual Historical Destruction. 

The deliberate emphasis on Thebes’s seemingly limitless strength and formidable allies, followed immediately by its actual fall, undermines any confidence Nineveh might place in its own comparable resources and alliances. 

 

“thou also shalt be drunken… thou also shalt seek strength because of the enemy”: This signifies A Pointed Historical Irony in Which Assyria’s Own Past Conquest of Thebes Now Prefigures Its Own Coming Fate. 

 

The direct application “thou also” carries particular sting given that Assyria itself was the very power that conquered Thebes, insisting that the empire’s own history of inflicting this exact fate on others now returns to it in kind. 

 

What This Means for Us Today

 

1. Learn From Recent, Verifiable Precedent Rather Than Assuming One’s Own Situation Is Uniquely Exempt: This passage’s appeal to Thebes’s recent fall invites contemporary readers to take seriously the lessons of recent, comparable historical precedent rather than assuming that impressive present strength and alliance guarantee immunity from comparable future collapse. 

 

2. Recognize the Irony of Reaping What One Has Previously Sown Against Others: The pointed application of Thebes’s fate to Assyria, the very power that had inflicted it, invites contemporary reflection on how patterns of harm inflicted on others can, in time, circle back upon those who first inflicted them. 

 

How This Relates to Today

 

This  passage’s  use  of  recent,  documented  historical  precedent  to  argue  for  a  future outcome  offers  a  useful  model  for  contemporary  argument  and  reflection,  grounding claims about likely future consequences in careful attention to comparable, verifiable past events rather than in speculation alone. 

 

Key Lesson: *This unit grounds Nineveh’s coming judgment in the recent, undeniable historical precedent of Thebes’s fall, a city whose seemingly impregnable natural defenses and vast alliance network proved ultimately insufficient to prevent its actual documented conquest, and applies this precedent directly and ironically to Assyria, the very power that had once inflicted this fate on Thebes and would now suffer it in turn.*

Nahum 3:12–15

 

 

Thy People Are Women: Draw Thee Waters for the Siege

 

(12) All thy strong holds shall be like fig trees with the firstripe figs: if they be shaken, they shall even fall into the mouth of the eater.

 

(13) Behold, thy people in the midst of thee are women: the gates of thy land shall be set wide open unto thine enemies: the fire shall devour thy bars.

 

(14) Draw thee waters for the siege, fortify thy strong holds: go into clay, and tread the morter, make strong the brickkiln.

 

(15) There shall the fire devour thee; the sword shall cut thee off, it shall eat thee up like the cankerworm: make thyself many as the cankerworm, make thyself many as the locusts.

 

The Context

 

Verse 12’s “all thy strong holds shall be like fig trees with the firstripe figs: if they be shaken, they shall even fall into the mouth of the eater” pictures Nineveh’s supposedly formidable defenses using an image of remarkable ease and inevitability, ripe figs falling effortlessly the moment a tree is shaken, requiring no real force or effort to bring down, a deliberate contrast to the massive fortifications the city actually possessed. 

 

Verse 13’s “behold, thy people in the midst of thee are women: the gates of thy land shall be  set  wide  open  unto  thine  enemies:  the  fire  shall  devour  thy  bars”  uses  language reflecting the gender assumptions of its ancient context to picture Nineveh’s defenders as lacking the courage and strength for effective resistance, its gates left defenseless and its protective bars consumed by fire, imagery of total, undefended vulnerability. 

 

Verse  14’s  “draw  thee  waters  for  the  siege,  fortify  thy  strong  holds:  go  into  clay,  and tread  the  morter,  make  strong  the  brickkiln”  returns  to  the  same  ironic  style  of  urgent, futile military advice already established in chapter 2, commanding preparations, storing water, reinforcing walls, making bricks, that will ultimately prove entirely useless against the judgment already determined. Verse 15’s “there shall the fire devour thee; the sword shall  cut  thee  off,  it  shall  eat  thee  up  like  the  cankerworm:  make  thyself  many  as  the cankerworm, make thyself many as the locusts” pivots directly from this futile advice to certain  destruction  by  fire  and  sword,  introducing  the  locust  and  cankerworm  imagery that  will  dominate  the  chapter’s  closing  verses,  insects  whose  overwhelming  numbers prove no defense against sudden, complete devastation. 

 

Plain American English

 

All your fortresses are like fig trees with the first ripe fruit; when shaken, the figs fall into the mouth of the eater. Look at your troops, they are all weaklings. The gates of your land are wide open to your enemies; fire has consumed the bars of your gates. Draw water for the  siege,  strengthen  your  defenses!  Work  the  clay,  tread  the  mortar,  repair  the brickwork! There the fire will consume you; the sword will cut  you down and, like the young  locust,  consume  you.  Multiply  like the  young  locust,  multiply  like  the  swarming locust. 

 

Key Observations

 

“all thy strong holds shall be like fig trees with the firstripe figs: if they be shaken, they shall even fall”: This signifies Nineveh’s Formidable Defenses Reduced to an Image of Effortless, Inevitable Collapse. 

 

By comparing massive fortifications to ripe figs falling at a mere shake, this verse deliberately deflates any confidence in the city’s military strength, insisting that its coming fall will require far less effort than its impressive defenses might suggest. 

 

“draw thee waters for the siege, fortify thy strong holds… make strong the brickkiln”: This signifies A Continued Pattern of Ironic Military Advice, Genuine-Sounding Yet Ultimately Futile Against Determined Judgment. 

 

This second instance of urgent, seemingly practical defensive instruction, echoing chapter 2’s similar technique, reinforces the book’s consistent rhetorical strategy of letting the pointlessness of frantic self-reliant preparation speak for itself against a judgment already settled. 

 

“make thyself many as the cankerworm, make thyself many as the locusts”: This signifies Overwhelming Numerical Strength Introduced as No Genuine Defense Against Sudden, Total Devastation. 

This introduction of locust imagery, developed further in the chapter’s closing verses, insists that sheer numbers, however impressive, offer no real protection against destruction, an idea the chapter will develop through the locusts’ own characteristic sudden disappearance. 

 

What This Means for Us Today

 

1. Recognize That Impressive Defenses Do Not Guarantee Security Against Determined, Deserved Consequence: The fig tree image invites contemporary reflection on how quickly seemingly formidable protections, whether institutional, financial, or personal, can collapse when the underlying situation has already reached its determined conclusion. 

 

How This Relates to Today

 

This  passage’s  image  of  effortlessly  falling  fortifications  speaks  to  contemporary situations where confident institutions or systems, appearing formidable from the outside, prove far more fragile than expected once genuinely  tested, a  caution against mistaking outward impressiveness for actual resilience. 

 

Key Lesson: *This unit pictures Nineveh’s strongholds as ripe figs falling effortlessly at a mere shake, its defenders lacking courage for effective resistance, and issues a second round of ironic, urgent military advice, all of it ultimately futile against the fire and sword already determined to consume the city like a devouring cankerworm.*

 

Nahum 3:16–19

 

Thy Shepherds Slumber, O King of Assyria: There Is No Healing of Thy Bruise

 

(16) Thou hast multiplied thy merchants above the stars of heaven: the cankerworm spoileth, and fleeth away.

(17) Thy crowned are as the locusts, and thy captains as the great grasshoppers, which camp in the hedges in the cold day, but when the sun ariseth they flee away, and their place is not known where they are.

 

(18) Thy shepherds slumber, O king of Assyria: thy nobles shall dwell in the dust: thy people is scattered upon the mountains, and no man gathereth them.

 

(19) There is no healing of thy bruise; thy wound is grievous: all that hear the bruit of thee shall clap the hands over thee: for upon whom hath not thy wickedness passed continually?

 

The Context

 

Verse  16’s  “thou  hast  multiplied  thy  merchants  above  the  stars  of  heaven:  the cankerworm  spoileth,  and  fleeth  away”  names  Nineveh’s  vast  commercial  wealth, merchants  beyond  counting,  before  applying  the  cankerworm  image  directly  to  this prosperity,  wealth  that,  like  the  crop-devouring  insect,  will  strip  the  land  bare  and  then simply vanish, leaving nothing lasting behind. 

 

Verse 17’s “thy crowned are as the locusts,  and thy captains as the great grasshoppers, which camp in the hedges in the cold day, but when the sun ariseth they flee away, and their  place  is  not  known  where  they  are”  extends  this  insect  imagery  to  Assyria’s  own royal and military leadership, comparing their impressive but fleeting presence to locusts that  settle  briefly  before  vanishing  entirely  once  conditions  change,  a  pointed  image  of leadership  that  appears  formidable  yet  proves,  in  the  moment  of  real  testing,  utterly unable to hold its ground. 

 

Verse 18’s “thy shepherds slumber, O king of Assyria: thy nobles shall dwell in the dust: thy  people  is  scattered  upon  the  mountains,  and  no  man  gathereth  them”  addresses  the Assyrian  king  directly  for  the  only  time  in  the  entire  book,  “shepherds”  naming  the nation’s  failed  leaders,  “dwell  in  the  dust”  describing  death  and  burial,  and  “no  man gathereth them” picturing the complete absence of any remaining structure or leadership capable of reassembling the scattered population, total, leaderless dispersal. 

 

Verse 19’s closing words, “there is no healing of thy bruise; thy wound is grievous: all that  hear  the  bruit  of  thee  shall  clap  the  hands  over  thee:  for  upon  whom  hath  not  thy wickedness passed continually?” bring the entire book to its final, deliberately unresolved conclusion. “There is no healing of thy bruise” names Nineveh’s coming destruction as final rather than merely temporary, no restoration or recovery to follow, in sharp contrast to  some other prophetic  oracles  against foreign  nations. “All  that hear the bruit of thee shall clap the hands over thee” describes universal,  unrestrained celebration rather than mourning,  directly  answering  chapter  3’s  earlier  rhetorical  question  about  who  would bemoan  Nineveh,  no  one  will,  because  everyone  will  instead  rejoice.  The  book’s  final words,  “for  upon  whom  hath  not  thy  wickedness  passed  continually,”  close  with  a rhetorical  question  expecting  the  answer  “no  one,”  a  fitting  final  verdict  naming  the comprehensive,  universal  scope  of  the  cruelty  Nineveh  had  for  so  long  inflicted,  and thereby the comprehensive, universal relief its fall would finally bring. 

 

Plain American English

 

You  have  increased  the  number  of  your  merchants  till  they  outnumber  the  stars  in  the sky,  but  like  young  locusts  they  strip  the  land  and  then  fly  away.  Your  guards  are  like locusts,  your officials  like a swarm of locusts  that  settle in  the walls  on a cold  day, but when  the  sun  appears  they  fly  away,  and  no  one  knows  where.  King  of  Assyria,  your shepherds  slumber;  your  nobles  lie  down  to  rest.  Your  people  are  scattered  on  the mountains with no one to gather them. Nothing can heal your wound; your injury is fatal. Everyone  who hears the news about  you claps their hands  at  your  fall, for who has not felt your endless cruelty? 

 

Key Observations

 

“thy crowned are as the locusts, and thy captains as the great grasshoppers… their place is not known where they are”: This signifies Impressive Leadership Compared to Insects Whose Formidable Appearance Proves Utterly Unable to Withstand Real Testing. 

 

This pointed image insists that Assyria’s royal and military leadership, for all its outward impressiveness, will prove no more durable than locusts scattering the moment conditions genuinely change, vanishing entirely rather than mounting any effective resistance. 

 

“thy shepherds slumber, O king of Assyria”: This signifies The Only Direct Address to Assyria’s King in the Entire Book, Naming Leadership Failure at the Book’s Climactic Close. 

 

This singular direct address to the king personally, reserved for the book’s final unit, locates ultimate responsibility for the nation’s fate specifically in its failed leadership, “shepherds” who slumber rather than protect the flock entrusted to their care. 

“there is no healing of thy bruise… for upon whom hath not thy wickedness passed continually?”: This signifies A Final, Deliberately Unresolved Verdict Naming Nineveh’s Judgment as Total and the Scope of Its Cruelty as Universal. 

 

By closing without any note of eventual restoration, unlike some comparable prophetic oracles, and ending on an unanswered rhetorical question about the universal reach of Nineveh’s wickedness, the book concludes with its judgment fully, deliberately unsoftened. 

 

What This Means for Us Today

 

1. Distinguish Between Leadership That Appears Formidable and Leadership That Genuinely Protects Those Entrusted to It: The image of slumbering shepherds and vanishing locust-like leaders invites contemporary reflection on the real difference between impressive appearance and genuine, faithful responsibility, particularly among those entrusted with the wellbeing of others. 

 

2. Receive the Book’s Final Question as an Invitation to Honest Self-Examination Regarding One’s Own Wider Impact: The closing question, upon whom hath not thy wickedness passed continually, invites contemporary readers, whatever their own scale of influence, toward honest reflection on the reach and impact of their own conduct on others, however far short of Nineveh’s scale that impact may fall. 

 

How This Relates to Today

 

The book’s unflinching, unsoftened ending, without any note of eventual restoration for Nineveh,  offers  a  sober  counterbalance  to  any  contemporary  tendency  to  assume  that judgment  must  always  eventually  give  way  to  comfortable  resolution,  insisting  instead that some patterns of persistent, unrepented cruelty do reach a genuinely final, unrelieved conclusion. 

 

Key Lesson: *This closing unit compares Nineveh’s merchants and leaders to swarming, ultimately vanishing insects, addresses the king of Assyria directly for the only time in the book, naming his shepherds as asleep and his people as scattered beyond gathering, and brings the entire prophecy to its final, deliberately unresolved conclusion, no healing for the bruise, universal rejoicing rather than mourning at the news of the fall, and a closing question naming the comprehensive, universal reach of the wickedness this book has, across three chapters, at last brought to its full and certain end.*

Closing Prayer

 

 

Lord God,

 

You have named the bloody city for what it was, full of lies and robbery, and you have shown us that whatever wealth, whatever multitude of merchants, whatever crowned captains a nation or a person may gather, none of it can stand where you have determined judgment. Thank you that populous No, for all her rivers and her infinite strength, could not escape her own reckoning, and that no earthly stronghold, however fortified, falls outside your sight.

 

Lord, where our own shepherds have slumbered, where leadership has failed those entrusted to its care, have mercy, and raise up instead those who will watch faithfully. Let us hear honestly the question with which this book closes, upon whom hath not our own wickedness passed, and let it turn us toward true repentance rather than presumption.

 

And Lord, thank you that though there was no healing for Nineveh’s bruise, you are the God who does heal, who binds up the brokenhearted, and who, through Christ, offers forgiveness even to the greatest cruelty repented of. Let us never presume upon your patience as Nineveh once did, but come to you while mercy may still be found. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

 

Glory to God Alone

