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The Theology of the Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, 

and Zephaniah

The books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah address problems in 

and around ancient Judah in ways that are as incisive and critical as they 

are optimistic and constructive. Daniel C. Timmer’s The Theology of the 

Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah situates these books in their 

social and political contexts, examining the unique theology of each as it 

engages thorny problems in Judah and beyond. In dialogue with recent 

scholarship, this study focuses on these books’ analysis and evaluation of 

the world as it is, examining both human beings and their actions, and 

God’s commitment to purify, restore, and perfect the world. Timmer 

also surveys these books’ later theological use and cultural reception. 

His study brings their theology into dialogue with concerns as varied as 

ecology, nationalism, and widespread injustice. It highlights the endur-

ing significance of divine justice and grace for solid hope and effective 

service in our world.

Daniel C. Timmer is Professor of Biblical Studies at Puritan Reformed 

Theological Seminary (Grand Rapids) and Professeur adjoint d’Ancien 

Testament at the Faculté de théologie évangelique (Montreal). He is the 

author of The Non-Israelite Nations in the Book of the Twelve and coed-

itor, with Steed V. Davidson, of Prophetic Otherness: Constructions of 

Otherness in Prophetic Literature.
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This series aims to remedy the deficiency of available published mate-

rial on the theological concerns of the Old Testament books. Here, spe-

cialists explore the theological richness of a given book at greater length 
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of other Old Testament theologies. They are also able to investigate the 

theological themes and issues of their chosen books without being tied 
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Some years ago, Cambridge University Press, under the editorship 

of James D. G. Dunn, initiated a series entitled New Testament 

Theology. The first volumes appeared in 1991 and the series was 

brought to completion in 2003. For whatever reason, a compan-

ion series that would focus on the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible 

was never planned or executed. The present series, Old Testament 

Theology, is intended to rectify this need.

The reasons for publishing Old Testament Theology are not, 

however, confined solely to a desire to match New Testament 

Theology. Instead, the reasons delineated by Dunn that justified 

the publication of New Testament Theology continue to hold true 

for Old Testament Theology. These include, among other things, 

the facts that: (1) Given faculty and curricular structures in many 

schools, the theological study of individual Old Testament writ-

ings is often spotty at best; (2) most exegetical approaches (and 

commentaries) proceed verse by verse such that theological inter-

ests are in competition with, if not completely eclipsed by, other 

important issues, whether historical, grammatical, or literary; and 

(3) commentaries often confine their discussion of a book’s the-

ology to just a few pages in the introduction. The dearth of mate-

rials focused exclusively on a particular book’s theology may be 

seen as a result of factors like these; or, perhaps, it is the cause 

General Editors’ Preface
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x General Editors’ Preface

of such factors. Regardless, as Dunn concluded, without adequate 

theological resources, there is little incentive for teachers or stu-

dents to engage the theology of specific books; they must be con-

tent with what are mostly general overviews. Perhaps the most 

serious problem resulting from all this is that students are at a 

disadvantage, even incapacitated, when it comes to the matter of 

integrating their study of the Bible with other courses in religion 

and theology. There is, therefore, an urgent need for a series to 

bridge the gap between the too-slim theological précis and the 

too-full commentary where theological concerns are lost among 

many others.

All of these factors commend the publication of Old Testament 

Theology now, just as they did for New Testament Theology more 

than three decades ago. Like its sister series, Old Testament Theology 

is a place where Old Testament scholars can write at greater length 

on the theology of individual biblical books and may do so without 

being tied to the linear, verse-by-verse format of the commentary 

genre or a thematic structure of some sort imposed on the text 

from outside. Each volume in the series seeks to describe the bib-

lical book’s theology as well as to engage the book theologically – 

that is, each volume intends to do theology through and with the 

biblical book under discussion, as well as delineate the theology 

contained within it. Among other things, theological engagement 

with the composition includes paying attention to its contribution 

to the canon and appraising its influence on and reception by later 

communities of faith. In these ways, Old Testament Theology seeks 

to emulate its New Testament counterpart.

In the intervening years since New Testament Theology was first 

conceived, however, developments have taken place in the field 

that provide still further reasons for the existence of Old Testament 

Theology; these have impact on how the series is envisioned and 
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 General Editors’ Preface xi

implemented and also serve to distinguish it, however slightly, 

from its companion series. Three developments in particular are 

noteworthy:

 1. The present hermeneutical climate, often identified (rightly 

or wrongly) as “postmodern,” is rife with possibility and 

potential for new ways of theologizing about scripture and 

its constituent parts. Theologizing in this new climate will of 

necessity look (and be) different from how it has ever looked 

(or been) before.

 2. The ethos change in the study of religion, broadly, and in bib-

lical studies in particular. No longer are the leading scholars 

in the field only Christian clergy, whether Catholic priests or 

mainline Protestant ministers. Jewish scholars and scholars 

of other Christian traditions are every bit as prominent, as 

are scholars of a non- or even anti-confessional stripe. In 

short, now is a time when “Old Testament Theology” must 

be conducted without the benefits of many of the old con-

sensuses and certainties, even the most basic ones relating to 

epistemological framework and agreed-upon interpretative 

communities along with their respective traditions.

 3. Finally, recent years have witnessed a long-overdue rap-

prochement among biblical scholars, ethicists, and systematic 

theologians. Interdisciplinary studies between these groups 

are now regularly published, thus furthering and facilitat-

ing the need for books that make the theology of scripture 

widely available for diverse publics.

In brief, the time is ripe for a series of books that will engage the 

theology of specific books of the Old Testament in a new climate 

for a new day. The result will not be programmatic, settled, or alto-

gether certain. Despite that – or, in some ways, because of that – it 

www.cambridge.org/9781108475594
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-47559-4 — The Theology of the Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah
Daniel C. Timmer
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xii General Editors’ Preface

is hoped that Old Testament Theology will contain highly useful 

volumes that are ideally poised to make significant contributions 

on a number of fronts including (1) the ongoing discussion of 

biblical theology in confessional and nonconfessional modes as 

well as in postmodern and canonical contexts, (2) the theological 

exchange between Old Testament scholars and those working in 

cognate and disparate disciplines, and (3) the always pressing task 

of introducing students to the theology of the discrete canonical 

unit: the biblical books themselves.

Brent A. Strawn

D. Moody Smith Distinguished Professor of Old Testament 

and Professor of Law, Duke Divinity School and Duke 

University School of Law

Stephen B. Chapman

Associate Professor of Old Testament, 

Duke Divinity School, Duke University

Patrick D. Miller†

Princeton Theological Seminary, Emeritus
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xiii

The prophetic books of the Old Testament do not make for easy 

reading. Even when they are as short as are Nahum, Habakkuk, 

and Zephaniah, a fair appreciation of their messages requires the 

reader to reckon with interpretative challenges of all sorts. At the 

same time, these books present in relatively few words robust 

theologies that tackle problems that are perennial to human exis-

tence: the abuse of power, the myriad forms of sin and injustice 

in and around us, and the ever-present temptation to pride and 

self-justification at the expense of those around us.

Reading these prophetic books thus has the potential to be even 

more rewarding than it is demanding. The early twenty-first cen-

tury, moreover, is a most opportune time to undertake this task. 

Many older paradigms inspired by the Enlightenment have been 

dethroned, making it easier for the reader to appreciate the unity 

of individual books and their relation to the canon of which they 

are part. At the same time, newer approaches have highlighted 

the involvement of the reader in the process of interpretation, 

and this promotes the contemporary reader’s personal engage-

ment with the text as both necessary and laden with significance. 

Finally, a renewed awareness of the integrity of the authorial voice 

brings both the reader and her or his methods into dialogue with 

an “other” that challenges one to look at oneself and one’s world 

from another (often radically different) vantage point.

Preface
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These welcome developments have facilitated my happy task 

of sketching the theologies of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah 

without compromising their urgency and conviction. At the same 

time, I have tried to make these books as accessible as possible 

to readers of diverse epistemological backgrounds. While these 

two paths might seem destined to diverge, an articulation of these 

books’ theologies from within their authors’ conceptual worlds 

makes possible an unlimited variety of productive conversations 

about the relationship between these books’ theologies and con-

temporary readers and their worlds. With this dialogical hearing 

of the text in mind, I have situated discussion of these books in 

relation to ethical, conceptual, and theological discussions that 

impact human existence; our knowledge, values, and priorities; 

our use of the environment; our valuation of material wealth; and 

the degree of hope we place in the power of individuals or political 

and social structures to effect lasting change in individuals and 

societies.

Several other emphases support the endeavor to read the proph-

ets theologically and responsively. First, the theological descrip-

tion of these prophetic books is closely tied to their literary and 

historical dimensions. While this helps prevent the imposition of 

extraneous concepts and frameworks on these ancient compo-

sitions, I hope that it also makes their theology more concrete, 

palpable, and comprehensible. Yhwh’s rejection of Babylon’s 

grasping after absolute control as part of its program in the early 

sixth century is, in my judgment, far more interesting than abstract 

descriptions of God’s sovereignty in history. Second, by regularly 

engaging with past and present secondary literature, I encourage 

the reader to evaluate both my arguments and those I review with 

a critical, generous spirit. (The impressive commentary of Thomas 

Renz, The Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah, NICOT 
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 Preface xv

[Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2021] unfortunately appeared too 

late in the process for me to make use of it.) Finally, each chap-

ter offers a broad overview of the reception history of the book at 

hand, with a parallel focus on the theological contribution of these 

compositions to the Jewish and Christian traditions (and canons). 

These vantage points should also prove helpful in connecting the 

ancient text with contemporary concerns even as they force read-

ers to wrestle with the (relative) authority of Scripture, its privi-

leged status in later theological traditions, and its wider reception 

(or rejection) in past and present culture.
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OtSt Oudtestamentische Studiën

OTT Old Testament Theology

PBM Paternoster Biblical Monographs
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RBS Resources for Biblical Study
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RHR Revue de l’histoire des religions

RINAP Royal Inscriptions of the Neo-Assyrian Period

SAA State Archives of Assyria
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SAOC Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilizations
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SBS Stuttgarter Bibelstudien
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John T. Willias et al. 17 vols. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1974–2021.

Them Themelios

TynB Tyndale Bulletin

UCOP University of Cambridge Oriental Publications

VT Vetus Testamentum

VTSup Supplements to Vetus Testamentum

WAW Writings from the Ancient World

WBC Word Biblical Commentary
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Neuen Testament

WUNT Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen 

Testament

WW Word and World
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