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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

ELIJAH’S ASCENSION; ELISHA (2 Kings 1-10)

In the northern kingdom of Israel the conditions that had been attached to the promise of rule given to Jeroboam had not been fulfilled from the very beginning. As a result, as we have seen, one dynasty is dethroned after another. After the dynasty of Jeroboam other dynasties were begun by Baasha, Zimri, and Omri. In almost every case the founding of a new dynasty meant another bloodbath. Ahab and Ahaziah, with whom First Kings comes to a close, were of the Omride dynasty.

Thus Second Kings begins where First Kings left off, namely with the rule of Ahab’s invalid son Ahaziah, who follows in the ways of his father and who is still under the evil influence of his mother Jezebel.

The opening chapters of Second Kings also continue the ministries of Elijah and Elisha. Particularly in the case of the latter prophet, the miraculous element plays a predominating role. Critics are quick to point out that these miracles have their origin in “legends” which held up their hero as more of a village medicine man than a theological leader. We see these miracle stories, however, as God’s vigorous way of intervening in history at a time when this manner of dealing with mankind was necessary in order to carry out his plan. We note the striking similarity, for example, between the miracles of Elisha and those of Christ — raising the dead, multiplying food, controlling the forces of nature etc. In the case of Jesus, of course, the miracles were accomplished by his own power as true God in order to emphasize his divine authority as God-man. In the case of Elisha God also intervened dramatically in the lives of people to demonstrate his power through the works of his chosen prophet.

+ + + + + + + +

2 KINGS 1

v. 1 ff   Ahaziah, Ahab’s injured son who is now king, seeks help from Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron, to see if he can recover from his injury.

Baal, whose name is a common noun meaning “LORD,” was a rain god worshipped under various names in various local manifestations.   Baal-Berith, the LORD of the covenant; Baal-Peor, LORD of Peor, the Moabite god of wrath who demanded the sacrifice of infants; Baal-Zebub, the “LORD of flies” of Ekron who was turned to for powers of healing.  It is uncertain if Zebub is the original name of the god or a derogatory corruption like bosheth, “shame,” which is sometimes substituted for baal.  At Ugarit Baal was worshipped as Baal Zebul, “LORD of the palace.”

v. 3 ff   The angel of the LORD intervenes, sending Elijah to intercept Ahaziah’s delegation and ask why they seek help from an idol instead of from the true God. Elijah is recognized by his garment, “a garment of hair and a leather belt around his waist” (v. 8).

v. 9 ff   By means of a stern warning, fire from heaven, the LORD through Elijah tries to turn Ahaziah away from his idolatry. The king, however, refuses to heed the warning, and after Elijah’s personal announcement he meets his death (v. 17).  See the New Testament counterpart in Luke 9:51-56.

v. 17   Since Ahaziah has no son to succeed him, Joram, another son of Ahab, becomes king. It is during Joram’s reign, which later ends tragically, that Elijah ascends to heaven.  Elisha succeeds him and performs many miracles.

2 KINGS 2

This chapter brings the well-known story of Elijah’s ascent into heaven. The story is told in simple style and is part of every Old Testament Bible story series.

The place of Elijah’s ascent was east of Jordan, possibly in the direction of Nebo, where Moses died. Prior to its occurrence both Elijah and Elisha met with companies of prophets at Bethel and at Jericho. It was important that these schools of the prophets be strengthened by the events soon to take place.

v. 9   “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit.” This request of Elisha has been variously interpreted. Rather than the meaning “twice as much power” as some, including Luther, explain, the context indicates that Elisha is simply asking for the privilege of being regarded as Elijah’s firstborn (Dt 21:17), his heir and the leader in the ministry of the prophets.

v. 11   The ascension itself is presented as the sudden appearance of a chariot of fire and horses and Elijah’s ascent “in a whirlwind.” Attempts to explain this further result in probing into a mystery which is beyond human comprehension.

The purpose of this ascension, as in the case of Christ’s own transfiguration and ascension, is to strengthen believers in their faith in the reality of heaven.

Elisha’s leadership as prophetic leader is confirmed by three miracles:

1. Parting the Jordan River with Elijah’s mantle in full sight of the prophets from Jericho (v. 14-15).

2. Restoring purity to the water of Jericho with a dish of salt (v. 19-22).

3. Calling down a curse in the LORD’s name upon the 42 youths of Bethel who mock him. Some people seem to be offended by the severity of judgment in this case. We remember, however, several things in this connection:

a. This occurred in Bethel, a seat of idolatry as well as the location of a prophetic school.

b. The words of mockery (“Go on up, you baldhead!”) not only mocked Elisha as a person, but everything for which he stood.  It may also be mocking Elijah’s ascent.

The NIV seems to be trying to soften the judgment by referring to the perpetrators as “youths” in both instances. This could include teenagers or even young men in their twenties but the text characterizes them as נְעַרֵים קְטַנִּים “little youths” and יְלַדִים, “children.”

Stern measures were indicated! Be not deceived, God is not mocked.

2 KINGS 3

After Ahab’s death Mesha, king of Moab, rebels, refusing to pay tribute. Joram, Ahab’s son, organizes a plan whereby he together with Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, and the king of Edom march against the Moabites.  Faced with disaster in the wilderness because of lack of water, they appeal to Elisha who is with the armies at the time. The LORD through Elisha, whose prophesying is accompanied by a harpist, miraculously provides water.

The Moabites are roundly defeated and pursued to their capital city, where king Mesha offers his own son as a sacrifice on the city wall! Seeing this, the armies of Israel, Judah, and Edom withdraw. A bizarre turn of events!

Mesha’s account of this war with Israel appears on the Moabite Stone.

2 KINGS 4

In this chapter we have five miracles of Elisha.   They are not as well known as others, but they give evidence of the LORD’s way of intervening in the lives of his people to keep his presence before them through his chosen prophet. They are:

v. 1-7   
Multiplying the supply of oil for a widow of one of the prophets so that she can pay off her creditors.

v. 8-17   Granting the desire of a Shunamite woman who has befriended Elisha so that she becomes pregnant, even though her husband is old.

v. 18-37   Restoring to life this son who is born to the Shunamite woman but who dies of a sunstroke. Note the words of the woman to Elisha when she sees the prophet coming: “Everything is 
all right.” Even though her son is dead, she has hope that the prophet of the LORD will set 
things right. An effective funeral text for the death of a child!

v. 38-41   Purifying some stew made from a wild vine by adding some flour to the pot. Done again in behalf of a company of prophets.

v. 42-43   Feeding 100 men with 20 barley loaves.

Negative critics as well as doubters in general take offense at the unusual nature of these miracles of Elisha. This is to be expected. The deeds are either to be accepted in faith as miracles, one heaped upon the other, or they are to be rejected by unbelief, which simply cannot accept the existence of the supernatural. There is no middle ground. There is no human explanation. Their unusual nature does not offend the believer, however. He is rather strengthened in the conviction that all depends upon the blessing of an almighty God, who demonstrates his power in the highest sense when performing that which human reason cannot grasp. We walk by faith, not by sight!

A similar collection of miracles is presented in Matthew 8 and 9.

2 KINGS 5

The story of how Naaman is healed by leprosy is familiar. Chronologically this story fits after chapter 8, but is placed here together with other miracle stories.

v. 2-3   The witness of the Israelite slave girl in a foreign land is evidence for the effectiveness of the courageous testimony of children.

v. 17-19   Naaman will be practicing his new faith as an office holder in a heathen regime (like Joseph, Daniel and his friends).  Though he may be present at heathen rites, he will not be worshipping their gods.

v. 19-27   Gehazi’s mercenary spirit bring judgment on him.

2 KINGS 6

v. 1-7   Elisha causes a lost ax-head to float for one of the company of prophets. The prophets are in the process of building a meeting place.

An insignificant event, too trivial to deserve a place in Scripture? Not at all! An excellent text for building a place in which to serve the LORD. God cares for little things when done in his name.

v. 8-23   Elisha, pursued by the king of Aram, is surrounded in the city of Dothan, 12 miles north of Samaria, by the king’s army. Here Elisha opens the eyes of his servant so that he can see the LORD’s protecting hosts of angels surrounding the hills round about them. The LORD strikes the enemy with blindness and leads them away to Samaria, where they are mercifully spared.

God protects his messengers in every danger! His angel hosts surround us, even though we cannot see them with our natural sight. We can see them with the eyes of faith.

v. 24 ff   A terrible famine comes to Samaria as the city is besieged by the Aramean army. Even cannibalism is practiced to obtain food. This was foretold in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.  King Joram blames Elisha.

2 KINGS 7

Elisha prophesies that the siege of the Arameans against Samaria will be lifted, but tells the captain of the king’s army that although he will see the relief of food, he “will not eat any of it.”

Through four lepers who wander away it is discovered that the army of the Arameans has fled, the LORD having caused the flight by the sound of a great army. The Arameans left in such a hurry that all their supplies remained. When this report reaches Samaria, there is such a rush for it that the captain of Joram’s army is trampled to death, fulfilling to Elisha’s prophecy.

2 KINGS 8

v. 1-6   This story concerns the Shunamite woman already mentioned in chapter 4, Gehazi the servant of Elisha, a king of Israel (perhaps Joram of Israel although not mentioned by name), and a seven-year famine. Although the king showed respect for Elisha, he did not forsake his sins.

v. 7-15   We recall that Elijah had received instructions on Horeb concerning the fact that Hazael was to become king of Aram. This directive of the LORD is now carried out on a visit of Elisha to Damascus when king Ben-Hadad is ill. Hazael, the king’s servant, comes with gifts, inquiring what the fate of his master is to be. Elisha gives the message that Ben-Hadad will recover from his illness, but that he will in fact die. This seems like a contradictory message. It is, however, fulfilled. Ben-hadad does recover, but his life is then violently snuffed out by Hazael, who cold-bloodedly takes a water-soaked cloth and suffocates the king with it.  Hazael then succeeds as king of Aram.

One wonders, perhaps, what a man of God like Elijah should have to do with someone from a heathen nation becoming king. Subsequent history, however, shows that God had much to do with this turn of events. He used Hazael, a cold-blooded scoundrel, as a scourge upon his people Israel because of their persistent disobedience.

JUDAH

v. 16 ff   The scene now shifts to the kingdom of Judah, where Jehoram succeeds Jehoshaphat. Jehoram had married Athaliah, a daughter of Ahab, who succeeded in getting him to walk in Ahab’s ways.  Jehoram’s reign lasted 8 years.

Under Jehoram both Edom and Libnah successfully revolted, and there were incursions of Philistines and Arabs (2 Chr 21).  Chronicles also reports a letter of rebuke that Jehoram received from Elijah (this suggests that the stories of Elijah and Elisha in Kings are not all in chronological order).  According to 2 Chronicles 21:18ff  Jehoram died of a terrible disease of the bowels.

Note:  Joram and Jehoram are variant forms of the same name. Both the kings of Israel and Judah bear both of these names, but the NIV tries to create a distinction.

Jehoram is succeeded by Ahaziah, who continues to be influenced by the evil ways of his mother Athaliah, but after a reign of only one year dies as a result of the coup of Jehu in the Northern Kingdom.

We see how the kingdom of Judah becomes involved in the godless affairs of the kingdom of Israel, to a great extent through intermarriage, and suffers the consequences.

2 KINGS 9 and 10

ISRAEL

Another directive of the LORD to Elijah is carried out in the anointing of Jehu as king of Israel (see 1 Kgs 19:15). Again the order is fulfilled not by Elijah himself, but via Elisha via Elisha’s servant, also one of the company of the prophets. Jehu is anointed while serving as captain of Israel’s army in Ramoth Gilead.

In the succeeding turmoil Joram, King of Israel, is murdered by Jehu while recuperating from wounds suffered in his war against the Arameans. King Ahaziah of Judah who was visiting Joram at the time is also killed as he tries to escape.  Jezebel dies a gruesome death, and her flesh is eaten by dogs.

Jehu follows up on the bloody massacre by having the 70 sons of Ahab killed, and their heads brought to him in a basket!  Forty-two relatives of Ahaziah, King of Judah, are killed as well. Jehu exterminates the prophets of Baal and destroys their temple, but maintains the calf-worship of Jeroboam. Jehu rules over Israel for 28 years, but during his reign Hazael takes over all of Israel’s territory east of the Jordan.

With Jehu begins another dynasty, one which includes Jehoahaz, Jehoash, and Jeroboam II. These are really the last “days of grace” for Israel before the final judgment of the LORD comes upon them. Jehu is an instrument of God, anointed by God’s direction to scourge a rebellious Israel, yet he fails to restore true worship, and his kingdom suffers great losses from the Syrians under Hazael.

Even though Israel enjoys a measure of outward success for a time under this dynasty, it continues to deteriorate inwardly, as we see especially from the writings of the prophets like Hosea and Amos, who cry out against the debauchery and oppression of the poor and the godlessness during these days.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (2 Kgs 1-10)

1. Why did God work through his prophets Elijah and Elisha in such a dramatic way at this time?

2. What events led up to Elijah’s ascension into heaven? What was, therefore, the blessed fruit of this ascension? What meaning does this also hold for us today?

3. Which kings of Israel and Judah formed an alliance? Why? Describe the unusual end of their campaign.

4. List a number of miracles performed by Elisha. Choose one or the other of these miracle stories as a text for an occasional sermon and explain how you would apply it.

5. What purpose did Hazael, king of Aram, serve under God’s plan?

6. In what way did the evil influence of Ahab and Jezebel have a continuing effect upon two kings of Judah? Who were they?

7. Give your evaluation of Jehu — his purpose under God, his character as reflected in the events of his life, the results of his rule in terms of Israel’s power.

8. What becomes more and more apparent in the history of the Northern Kingdom as it approaches its end?

9. Which kings of Judah during this same period “did what was right”? Which added words, however, qualify the effectiveness of their rule under God?

FOR ADDED CONSIDERATION

The following texts out of the lives of Elijah and Elisha suggest themselves for sermon use:

ELIJAH

	TEXT
	STORY

	1 Kgs 17:1-7
	Fed by Ravens

	1 Kgs 17:10-16
	The Widow at Zarephath

	1 Kgs 17:17-24
	The Widow’s Son Restored

	1 Kgs 18:16-40
	Elijah on Mount Carmel

	1 Kgs 18:41-46
	The Drought Ends

	1 Kgs 19:1-8
	Elijah Flees to Horeb

	1 Kgs 19:8-18
	Elijah’s Inner Conflicts

	1 Kgs 21:1-29
	Naboth’s Vineyard

	2 Kgs 2:1-12
	Elijah’s Ascent into Heaven


ELISHAH

	TEXT
	STORY

	2 Kgs 2:23-25
	Elisha and the Youths at Bethel

	2 Kgs 4:1-7
	The Widow’s Oil

	2 Kgs 4:8-36
	The Shunammite’s Son Restored

	2 Kgs 4:38-40
	Death in the Pot

	2 Kgs 4:42-44
	Feeding of a Hundred

	2 Kgs 5:1-6
	The Witness of a Captive Girl

	2 Kgs 5:9-14
	Naaman Healed of Leprosy

	2 Kgs 6:1-7
	An Axhead Floats

	2 Kgs 6:8-22
	Elisha’s Servant Sees Chariots of Fire


Choose a text from one of these stories and prepare a basic outline, indicating also how you want to apply this in a sermon.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 

THE END OF NORTHERN ISRAEL (2 Kgs 11-17)

2 KINGS 11

JUDAH (Athaliah - Joash)

The evils of Ahab and Jezebel lived on through Athaliah, their (?) daughter, who had married Jehoram of Judah, son of Jehoshaphat, and thus influenced also the affairs of the Southern Kingdom. After Ahaziah, the son of Jehoram and Athaliah was killed by Jehu, Athaliah took over the Southern Kingdom as Queen Regent for a period of 6 years. She almost succeeded in eliminating all remaining members of the royal family.

Ahaziah’s infant son Joash, however, escaped the massacre when he was rescued by his aunt Josheba. He remained in the custody of the priest Jehoiada until a counterrevolution succeeded in disposing of the wicked Athaliah and placed Joash on the throne.

2 KINGS 12

Joash had a long rule of 40 years, after beginning his reign at age seven. He succeeded in raising a building fund (Joash Chest) in order to repair and rebuild the temple. When attacked by Hazael of Aram, however, he became tributary to Hazael and was assassinated by his own officials.

Chronicles 24 tells more about his wicked actions in his later years, including the murder of Zechariah, son of Jehoida.

Joash and Jehoash are another pair of names shared by kings in both Israel and Judah.

2 KINGS 13

ISRAEL (Jehoahaz, Jehoash)

Jehoahaz, the son of Jehu, ruled 17 years over the Northern Kingdom. He was oppressed by Hazael of Aram and his son Ben-Hadad. For a time he seemed to “seek the LORD’s favor,” but turned back to the evil ways of the house of Jeroboam. His decimated army of 50 horsemen and 10 chariots (!) indicates how powerless he was.

Jehoash succeeded Jehoahaz in Samaria and reigned 16 years. He fought successfully against Amaziah of Judah and the Arameans.

In connection with Jehoash’s reign, the death of Elisha is reported many years after the last mention we had of him. Seeking help from Elisha the king was instructed to shoot an arrow eastward, and to strike the ground. Jehoash struck the ground only three times, indicating that he would defeat Aram but three times. Elisha’s death is then reported, together with the miraculous resurrection of a body which was thrown into Elisha’s tomb.

2 KINGS 14

JUDAH (Amaziah)

In chapter 14 the scene shifts to the Southern Kingdom, where Amaziah begins a conditionally “good” rule. He defeated the Edomites.

When arrogantly challenging Jehoash, however, Amaziah was roundly defeated.  He apparently was held prisoner for some time while his son ruled in his place.  After a rule of 29 years he was killed in a conspiracy.

ISRAEL (Jeroboam II)

Jeroboam II, son of Jehoash, succeeded in the Northern Kingdom. Although an evil king he was successful in restoring Israel’s boundaries both far to the north and to the south. It was at this time that the mission of Jonah to Nineveh took place (2 Kgs 14:25).

2 KINGS 15

JUDAH (Azariah)

Azariah, son of Amaziah, ruled conditionally well at first. He is also known as Uzziah (2 Kgs 15:32; Is 1:1). According to 2 Chronicles 26:17ff he tried, however, to usurp the position of a priest and was smitten with leprosy. The latter part of his 52 year reign was a co-regency with his son Jotham.

ISRAEL (Zechariah, Shallum, Menahem, Pekahiah, Pekah)

In Israel to the north we have the final period of deterioration before the end. Zechariah, son of Jeroboam II, ruled only 6 months. He was the last of Jehu’s dynasty (confer. v 12). He was assassinated by Shallum, who ruled in Samaria one month before he was assassinated by Menahem. Although his rule extended over 10 years, Menahem was made tributary to Assyria under Tiglath-Pileser. His son Pekahiah reigned 2 years before being ousted by an army coup led by Pekah. Assyria again invaded Israel and we have the first deportation of the north carried on by Tiglath-Pileser.

Four of these five kings were assassinated.

JUDAH (Jotham, Ahaz)

Jotham of Judah was a basically good king.  He had some success as a builder and warrior, especially against the Ammonites (2 Chr 27).

2 KINGS 16 

Meanwhile in the south Ahaz succeeded Jotham, beginning a time of great apostasy in Jerusalem. He even sacrificed his son after the manner of the Canaanites. He became the vassal of Tiglath-Pileser of Assyria, even giving the worship of an Assyrian idol a place in the temple at Jerusalem. Ahaz ruled 16 years.

He is a candidate for worst king of Judah, and he was the nemesis of Isaiah.  The sign of the Virgin (Is 7) was given as testimony against him.

2 KINGS 17

ISRAEL (Hoshea)

With this miserable king the Northern Kingdom of Israel come to an end. Hoping to revolt against Assyria through making a treaty with Egypt, he was besieged by Shalmaneser, who devastated the land and put an end to his rule of 9 years.

The rest of the chapter provides us with a theological explanation of the downfall of the Northern Kingdom:

v. 7-17   The idolatrous ways of Israel are reviewed in detail.

v. 18-32   The LORD’s just anger, leading to the disappearance of the Northern Kingdom, is described.

v. 24-41   The resettlement of Samaria is outlined. 

In order to break the spirit of nationalism the king of Assyria deported the leadership and resettled the land with captives from other parts of the empire (compare the Soviet policy).  These population shifts continued into the rule of Esarhaddon (confer Ezra 4:2). The colonists intermingled with whatever Israelites remained, giving rise to a mixed people (Samaritans) and a syncretistic kind of worship.

Thus the Northern Kingdom is brought to an end in 722 B.C.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (2 Kgs 11-17)

1. What influence did Athaliah, the daughter of Ahab and Jezebel, try to exert upon the kingdom of Judah? How had she come into this influential position? How were her plans frustrated?

2. For what is Joash, King of Judah, best known?

3. Under whose rule did Elisha die? What unusual events are reported in connection with his death?

4. What led to the downfall of Amaziah, King of Judah?

5. Under which king did Jonah serve as the LORD’s prophet?  What world conditions at this time permitted his missionary service?

6. What led to the downfall of Azariah (Uzziah), King of Judah? Which prophet began his service under his rule?

7. What becomes more apparent as the history of the Northern Kingdom comes to an end? (Give details)

8. Under which king did the Kingdom of Judah suffer a severe political and religious decline? In what ways?

9. Which power finally put an end to the Northern Kingdom?   In what year?

10. Review the development of the Samaritans. (See the powerpoint.)

SUMMARY OF THE KINGS OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH (2 Kgs 1-17)

	Ch
	ISRAEL
	JUDAH

	 1
	Joram - 12 yrs. Elijah’s ascension.

Ministry of Elisha. Moab’s rebellion.

War against Ben Hadad of Aram

Elisha anoints Hazael of Aram.
	Jehoram - 8 yrs. Marries Athaliah, Ahab’s daughter.  Edom’s rebellion.



	 8
	Defeat by Hazael.
	Ahaziah - 1 yr. Son of Athaliah. Killed by Jehu. (Obadiah?)   (Joel?)

	 9

11
	Jehu - 28 yrs. Anointed by Elisha’s servant. “The mad charioteer.” Massacres Joram, Jezebel, House of Ahab, Ahaziah, House of Ahaziah of Judah, Ministers of Baal. Restores calf worship. Loses east of Jordan to Hazael of Aram.
	Athaliah - 6 yrs. Queen Regent. Tries to destroy royal house. Put to death in coup by priest Jehoida, who saves: 

Joash - Partial reform. 40 yrs. Repairs temple. “Joash chest.” Made tributary to Hazael. Assassinated.

	12


	Jehoahaz - 17 yrs. Returns to calf worship after receiving the LORD’s help vs. Hazael.
	

	13
	Jehoash - 16 yrs. Defeats Amaziah & Aram. Death of Elisha.
	Amaziah - 29 yrs. Partial reform.  Defeats Edom. Defeated by Jehoash.



	14
	Jeroboam II - 41 yrs. Time of outward prosperity but inner corruption.

(Jonah)   (Amos)     (Hosea)
	

	15
	Zechariah - 6 mo. Assassinated 
	Azariah (Uzziah) - 52 yrs. Partial  reform.  Co-regency with son. (Isaiah begins)

	
	Shallum - 1 mo.
	

	
	Menahem - 10 yrs. Tributary to Assyria
	

	 16
	Pekahiah - 2 yrs. Upset in coup by -
	Jotham - 16 yrs. Partial reform. (Micah)

	 17
	Pekah - 20 yrs. Deportation by Assyrians
	Ahaz - 16 yrs. Desecrated temple. Tributary to

Tiglath Pileser. Sacrificed his own son!

	
	 Hoshea - 9 yrs. Vassal of Shalmaneser of Assyria. Finally destroyed (722 BC)
	(Isaiah)

	Note: Kings beginning new dynasties are underlined (Israel).  Names of prophets are in (). 


ISRAEL AND JUDAH IN WORLD HISTORY

In the mid 8th Century BC both Israel in the north and Judah in the south enjoyed a period of prominence due to the vacuum of superpowers on the international scene.  Egypt was a washed-up has been, and Assyria was in temporary decline. Under Jeroboam II (781-753 BC) Israel reached the zenith of its power. Under Azariah/Uzziah (791-739) Judah also prospered for a time, militarily and economically. Both kingdoms, situated as they were in the center of important trade routes of the Fertile Crescent, were political and economic centers of importance.

Spiritually, Israel under Jeroboam II was dead. Amos warned: “Woe to those who are at ease in Zion.  I will raise up against you a nation and they shall oppress you” (Am 6:1-14). Yet as Israel enjoyed comparative freedom and power among world nations, the LORD used this time to send his prophet Jonah to a world power which was temporarily in eclipse, to the city of Nineveh in Assyria (2 Kgs 14:25). This was the very power, of course, which Amos later warned about.

ASSYRIA

Assyria revived as a world power under the great Tiglath-Pileser III (745-727 BC). He invaded Aram, subdued a Palestinian coalition formed against him, subdued Merodach-Baladan of Babylon, and when Israel’s power rapidly disintegrated after Jeroboam II, he subdued Menahem (752-741 BC) and began deportations from Israel. (He is the “Pul” mentioned as “king of Assyria” in 2 Kgs 15:19.) Azariah tried to help form a league against him and also ran into considerable trouble in the process (2 Kgs 14:17-20). Ahaz, one of Azariah’s successors, became completely submissive to Tiglath-Pileser, even to the point of introducing the worship of Assyrian deities into the temple at Jerusalem (cf. 2 Kgs 16:7-18).

Shalmaneser IV (727-722) succeeded Tiglath-Pileser. When Israel’s Hoshea (731-722) tried to enlist Egypt’s help and rebel against Assyria, Shalmaneser imprisoned Hoshea and began a siege of three years duration against Samaria (2 Kgs 17:3-6). Apparently Shalmaneser died during this final siege of Samaria and the work of destruction was completed by Sargon (722-705 BC). The Northern Kingdom of Israel’s disintegration followed.

Sargon was followed by Sennacherib (705-681 BC). It was no doubt early in his reign that Merodach-Baladan of Babylonia plotted with Hezekiah (2 Kgs 20:12-19), and Hezekiah (715-686 BC) foolishly showed the Babylonians all his treasures. (Incidentally, the events as reported in 2 Kings are not in chronological order. The illness of Hezekiah and the embassy from Merodach-Baladin must have preceded Sennacherib’s attack.) Sennacherib marched against Babylon and subdued it. Hezekiah knew that he was in danger and as a result accomplished the feat of having a water tunnel cut from the spring of Gihon into the western part of the city (2 Kgs 20:20; 2 Chr 32:30). This project is still a marvel for the modern tourist to Jerusalem!

Having subdued Babylon for the time being, Sennacherib turned on Judah, captured most of its key cities, including Lachish, made Hezekiah tributary, thwarted Egyptian efforts to interfere, and sent his commander Rabshakeh (tr. “field commander” in NIV, 2 Kgs 18:17, 37) to threaten Jerusalem. The siege of Jerusalem is reported in 2 Kgs 18 and 19 and Isaiah 36 and 37. After the slaying of 185,000 by the angel of the LORD at Jerusalem, Sennacherib was forced to return to Nineveh, where he was killed by two of his sons some years later (2 Kgs 19:37).

Sennacherib was succeeded by Esarhaddon (681-668 BC), who carried on successful campaigns against Phoenicia and Egypt.  Manasseh (687-642 BC) was left pretty much alone as long as he paid tribute to Assyria. Asshurbanipal (668-626 BC) succeeded Esarhaddon. He fought a number of successful campaigns and was noted for his rebuilding of Nineveh, but after his time the decline of Assyria was rapid. Egypt revolted. The Medes conquered Asshur in 614 BC. Nineveh fell to the Medes and Babylonians in 612 BC.

With the decline of Assyria the kingdom of Judah enjoyed its last period of spiritual revival under Josiah (640-608 BC), who tried to renew all of Israel in his reform. When Neco of Egypt passed through Palestine in 609 BC, Josiah tried to stop him at the Megiddo pass and was killed in battle. Judah’s fortunes quickly deteriorated under Josiah’s sons Jehoahaz (609 BC) and Jehoiakim (609-598 BC), when Egypt and Babylon entered the scene.

BABYLON

The Babylonian kingdom rose to power under Nebopolassar, and especially under his son Nebuchadnezzar (605-562 BC) who succeeded him. Nebuchadnezzar was the one who commanded Babylon’s army which defeated Egypt at Carchemish in 605 BC (Jr 25:1). Soon thereafter Nebuchadnezzar marched against Jerusalem for the first time and made the first deportation of captives, including Daniel (2 Kgs 24:1). This was under the reign of Jehoiakim (609-598 BC), and took place in 605 BC.

When Jehoiakim with the aid of Egypt revolted against Nebuchadnezzar in 598 BC, he was killed, or simply died during the siege (cf. Jer 22:18-19; 36:30; 2 Kgs 24:2-6), and was said to “have the burial of a donkey” (Jr 22:19).

When Jehoiachin (598-597 BC) became king, Nebuchadnezzar completed the siege of Jerusalem in 597 BC, and took Jehoiachin captive to Babylon with the second large deportation of Jewish notables, including Ezekiel (2 Kgs 24:14; Ez 1:1-2).

Nebuchadnezzar placed Zedekiah (597-586 BC) on Judah’s throne, but when Zedekiah rebelled in 589 BC the Assyrian king decided to break Judah’s power for good. The Edomites took advantage of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege and also invaded Judah (Ob 1:10-14; Ps 137:7; Lm 4:21-22). Nebuchadnezzar destroyed one city after the other - Ramat Rahel, Beth Shemesh, Lachish, Arad, Engedi. The walls of Jerusalem were breached and the city destroyed (586 BC). Zedekiah’s sons were killed before his eyes. He was then blinded and led captive to Babylon (2 Kgs 25:1-21). (Jeremiah also records some of these final events, particularly his dealings with King Zedekiah, in chapters 37 to 39 of his book.)

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

THE LAST YEARS OF JUDAH (2 Kgs 18-25)

2 KINGS 18-20

With the end of the Northern Kingdom (ch. 17) our study of kings is now restricted to those who reigned in Judah:

HEZEKIAH - Son of the wicked Ahaz, Hezekiah begins to reign at age 25 and rules for 29 years. The three chapters reporting his reign mention the following chief points:

1. “He did what was right in the eyes of the LORD, just as his father David had done.” (A more complete account of his religious reformation is given us in 2 Chronicles 29-32.) He abolished every kind of idolatry, and restored true worship.  When restoring the celebration of the Passover, he also invited the northern tribes to participate.

2. In spite of the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, Hezekiah reversed the pro-Assyrian policy of his father and resisted Assyrian hegemony along with Merodach Baladan of Babylon. 

3. When Sennacherib (son of Sargon II) was on his way to fight against Egypt (according to Herodotus), he sent his commander Rabshakeh with a detachment to Jerusalem. Hezekiah refused to surrender. (An interesting sidelight in this connection is the use of the Hebrew and Aramaic languages in communications between Judah and Assyria; ch 18:26).

4. Hezekiah turns to the prophet Isaiah in this time of siege. 2 Kings 19 gives us the king’s prayer for deliverance and Isaiah’s reply, in which the prophet foretells Sennacherib’s fall. (Incidentally, these chapters from 2 Kings which deal with Hezekiah correspond closely with Isaiah 36-39.) Judah is miraculously delivered by the angel of the LORD, who kills 185,000 Assyrians.

5. The first part of Chapter 20 relates the incident of Hezekiah’s illness and his miraculous recovery, which is substantiated with the sign on the sundial. 

6. The second part of Chapter 20 reports the visit to Jerusalem by a delegation from Merodach Baladan, king of Babylon. This was an imprudent act on Hezekiah’s part to show this foreign delegation all his treasures. Isaiah pointed out that these treasures would one day be carried off, that Hezekiah’s descendants would become slaves, but that Hezekiah would enjoy peace and security in his own time.

7. Hezekiah’s change in the water-conduit leading from the spring and pool of Gihon is also worthy of mention. By arranging for the water to flow underground into the city, the supply in case of siege could be better protected (see a map of Jerusalem).

2 KINGS 21

MANASSEH 

Manasseh becomes king at the early age of 12 and rules for 55 years. He is guilty of just about every idolatrous practice imaginable, sacrificing his own son, indulging in sorcery, and putting an Asherah pole in the temple. The LORD therefore through the prophets predicts such dire punishments that “their ears will tingle.”  We are also told that Manasseh “shed much innocent blood.” This would mean also that of God’s prophets. Tradition has it that Isaiah during his reign was sawn in two. According to 2 Chronicles 33:11 Manasseh had a brief time of conversion when captured by the Assyrians, but upon his return this did not last. The apocryphal Prayer of Manasseh is a fictional expansion of this incident.

AMON 

He had a short, evil reign of 2 yrs and was assassinated by his officials.

2 KINGS 22-24

JOSIAH  

Josiah, another “child-king, ”assumed the reign when 8 years old, and ruled for 55 years. After two very evil kings, we have a good king. “He did what was right in the eyes of the LORD and walked in all the ways of his father David, not turning aside to the right or to the left.”

During his reign we have the incident of the finding of the “Book of the Law” in the temple of the LORD by Hilkiah the priest (cf. Dt 31:26), and reported to the king through his secretary Shaphan.

Josiah inquires through the prophetess Hulda (why not through Jeremiah isn’t known) as to the meaning of all this for them. She gives dire predictions concerning the destruction of Jerusalem, but adds that this would not happen in Josiah’s time.

The discovery of the Book of the Law gives impetus to a thorough reform, which extended not only throughout Judea, but to Bethel and the cities in Samaria as well. A Passover is celebrated (see 2 Chr 35:1-19) to which the remnant of the northern tribes are invited. “Not since the days of the judges … had any such Passover been observed.”

Unfortunately, Neco of Egypt on his way to help Assyria against Babylon engaged Josiah in battle at Megiddo, and Josiah was killed. Chronicles adds that Neco requested permission to pass through, but that Josiah did not wish to remain neutral in this conflict.

The finding of the Book of the Law, of course, has offered much grist for the mill of negative critics. Hummel summarizes: “Critics commonly make this find the axis of their entire evolutionistic reconstruction of the history of Israel’s religion and of Biblical literature” (The Word Becoming Flesh, p. 147).

It should also be mentioned that shortly after Josiah came to power, Assyria collapsed and disappeared precipitously. The competition for achieving world supremacy was now between Neco, Pharaoh of Egypt, and Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.  It would not be much of a contest.

JEHOAHAZ (Shallum)  

He ruled but 3 months before being put in chains by Neco of Egypt. He is otherwise described as evil.

JEHOIAKIM (Eliakim)  

He was another son of Josiah, who chose to be subservient to Neco rather than rebellious as his brother. Jeremiah relates that he lived in luxury while the land was impoverished. Nebuchadnezzar defeated Neco at Carchemish on the Euphrates in 605 and made Jehoiakim his vassal in the process. Jehoiakim, however, joined the resistance against Nebuchadnezzar and was attacked by Babylon and its allies. According to Jeremiah he “was buried like an ass” (Jr 22:18 ff.). This apparently refers to Nebuchadnezzar casting his body out of its tomb.  His reign lasted 11 years. Under his rule we have the first deportation of captives to Babylon (605 BC), including Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.

JEHOIACHIN (Jeconiah, Coniah) 

After three months of his rule Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem and carried off the second contingent of captives to Babylon, including Jehoiachin (597 BC). Ezekiel describes Jehoiachin as a distrustful and even violent person (Ezk 17). After 37 years in a Babylonian prison Jehoiachin was released by Evil-Merodach, who became king of Babylon at that time, and was allowed to put aside his prison clothes and eat at the king’s table.

ZEDEKIAH 

This son of Josiah was placed on the throne by Nebuchadnezzar, but broke his oath of loyalty, trusting in help from Egypt. As a result Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem once more. The siege lasted three years. During this time, as we read in Jeremiah (Ch. 37-39), Zedekiah was helpless, perplexed, appealed to Jeremiah, but failed to heed his advice.  He did protect Jeremiah against his bitter enemies in the regime.  Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem (586 BC) and had Zedekiah’s eyes put out.

2 KINGS 25

This final chapter of 2 Kings brings some of the details of Jerusalem’s destruction. From Zedekiah’s 9th to 11th years of rule the city was under siege. Conditions of famine prevailed. When the city wall was broken through, Zedekiah tried to flee. He was overtaken on the plains of Jordan, his sons were killed before his eyes, and he was blinded and taken in shackles to Babylon (586 BC).

The temple together with its furnishings was completely destroyed. The priests were executed. Gedaliah, a supporter of Jeremiah, was appointed as governor by the Babylonians, but he was murdered by Ishmael, one of the army captains of Judah. Many of those who were left fled to Egypt in fear, taking Jeremiah along with them. (The brief report of all this in 2 Kings is augmented in the writings of the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel.)

The book closes on the positive note referred to under Jehoiachin, namely his release from prison under Evil-Merodach and privilege of eating at the king’s table. God s promises to David have not been forgotten!

+ + + + + + + +

A knowledge of the history of this period of the kings is important as background material for an understanding of the prophets. The following chart lists the prophets who were active in this period, not in chronological order, but in the order in which they occur in the Scriptures. (In some cases it is possible to fix their time of activity almost exactly; in other cases there is insufficient evidence to do so.)

	PROPHET
	PLACE OF ACTIVITY
	YEARS
	SCRIPTURE
	UNDER KINGS

	Isaiah
	Judah
	739-685 BC
	Is 1:1; 6:1; 7:1; 20:1; Is Ch. 36-39; He 11:37
	Uzziah

Jotham

Ahaz

Hezekiah

Manasseh

	Jeremiah
	Judah
	627-580 BC
	Jr 1:2-3; 3:6; 11:21-23; 21:1; 22:11; 24:1; 25:1-3; 25:8-12; 26:1; 27:1 etc.;  Jr Chs. 37-40; Jr 52:31-33
	Josiah

Jehoahaz

Jehoiakim

Jehoiachin

Zedekiah

(Gedaliah)

	Ezekiel
	Babylon
	592-570BC            
	Ez 1:1-3; 24:1-2; 33:21
	(Jehoiachin in exile)

	Daniel
	Babylon

Persia
	606-530BC
	Dn 1:1-7; Ch.1-4; 5:1ff; 6:1ff; 10:1
	(Nebuchadnezzar Belshazzar Darius Cyrus)

	Hosea
	Israel
	760-720 BC
	Ho 1:1
	Jeroboam II

Zechariah

Shallum

Menahem

Pekahiah

Pekah

Hoshea

	Joel
	Judah
	840 BC? 

835 BC?
	(Locusts; Day of the LORD)
	Ahaziah? Joash?

	Amos
	Israel
	760 BC
	Am 1:1; 7:12-17; 9:11-12
	Jeroboam II (Uzziah)

	Obadiah
	Judah?
	845 BC??
	(v 1-9 quoted in Jr 49:7-16) (2 Kgs 8:20)
	Contra Edom (vs. Jerusalem under Jehoram??)

	Jonah
	Israel (Nineveh)
	780-760 BC
	2 Kgs 14:25; Jon 1:1; 3:1
	Jeroboam II

	Micah
	Judah
	737-690 BC
	Mi 1:1
	Jotham

Ahaz

Hezekiah

	Nahum
	Judah
	After 664-

Before 612
	Na 1:1

(Fall of Nineveh)
	Manasseh? Josiah?

	Habakkuk
	Judah
	620-610 BC?
	Hab 1:6 (Babylon)
	Jehoiakim?

	Zephaniah
	Judah
	640-608 BC
	Zph 1:1
	Josiah


QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION (2 Kgs 18-25)

1. In what way was the religious reformation of Hezekiah more complete than that of those who preceded him? In which experiences did Hezekiah demonstrate his trust in the LORD? Which incident, however, revealed a certain amount of imprudence on his part?

2. Contrast the reign of Manasseh with that of his father.

3. Which unusual event took place during the reign of Josiah? What interpretation have the negative critics placed upon this? Why is their interpretation untenable?

4. Trace, the rapid deterioration of rule in Judah under the three kings who followed Josiah. (Give details)

5. Under which king was Jerusalem and especially the temple finally destroyed? By whom? In which year?

6. On what positive note does 2 Kings end? What does this indicate?

7. Which of the prophets:

a. Records Hezekiah’s prayer?

b. Was taken captive with Jehoiachin?

c. Prophesied under Jeroboam II?

d. Was a contemporary of Isaiah?

e. Foretold the destruction of Nineveh?

f. Prophesied throughout the final decline and captivity of Judah
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