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Introduction - King David 

If we know the name of only one of the kings of Israel and Judah, it will be the name of 
David. More than that, many people are able to give an account of at least some of the 
events of David’s life, very likely including his conflict with Goliath, the difficulties he faced 
with the previous king, Saul, and that there is a some sort of connection between David and 
psalms. It would be helpful if we could build from this and offer some brief outline of his 
life before focussing on the promise that he would always have a descendent on the throne. 

David anointed as king 1 Samuel 16 

David and Goliath 1 Samuel 17 

Saul and David 1 Samuel 18-19 

David’s friendship with Jonathan 1 Samuel 20 

David and Abigail 1 Samuel 25 

David and the Philistines 1 Samuel 27 

David learning about Saul’s death 2 Samuel 1 

David, King of Judah 2 Samuel 2 

David, King of Israel 2 Samuel 5 

THE PROMISE OF A DESCENDENT 2 SAMUEL 7 

David and Bathsheba 2 Samuel 11 

The death of Absalom 2 Samuel 18 

David’s death 1 Kings 1 
Table 1 Scenes from the life of King David 

There are some things we should note right away. First of all the scripture references come 
from 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 Kings. The history of much of the Old Testament period is told in 
sequence from the Book of Joshua, through Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel, and 1 & 2 Kings. It runs 
from the entry into the Promised Land through to the exile from that land. There is another 
account of the history in 1 & 2 Chronicles so that just as we have the life of Jesus given to us 
through four Gospels, so we have the central period of the Old Testament history in two 
accounts. Most of the time we will stay with the account from Joshua through to 2 Kings. 
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The second point is that in 2 Samuel 2 David is proclaimed king of Judah and then, three 
chapters later, he is proclaimed king of Israel. This is not a mistake, nor is it two ways of 
telling the one story. It is clear that there was a fault line running though the tribes of God’s 
people which separated out the ten northern tribes (Israel) from the southern tribe (Judah). 
This becomes very important later on when the two kingdoms split apart and at times fight 
against each other. 

 
Figure 1 Map of the Divided Kingdom  
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Thirdly, it is truly remarkable that the story of David is not just about the good things he 
did, nor simply about the things that reflect his strength. Alongside the stories of his military 
glory there is the account of his shameful adultery with Bathsheba and later on his retreat 
from the coup staged by his son, Absalom. The way in which what we might call ‘the 
official history’ relates both glory and shame reminds us that this is never simply history but 
it is also, more importantly, the word of the Lord. 

2 Samuel 7 is an important chapter for all the history which follows. It is set in a period of 
peace from local wars and with David beginning to plan the building of the Temple. 
Nathan, the prophet, initially sees David’s plans as good, but following a fresh word from 
the LORD he goes back to David. 

Verses 5-7 make it clear that God did not need a Temple and that for much of the history of 
his people he did not have one. However important the Temple maybe in the pages of the 
Old Testament it still cannot be essential. If the final version of the history was put together 
in exile when there was no Temple this may have been very re-assuring to the 
readers/hearers. 

Then Nathan goes on to deliver a promise to David and his family: 

12 When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I 
will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your 
body, and I will establish his kingdom.  13 He shall build a house for my 
name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.  14 I will be 
a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When he commits iniquity, I 
will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows inflicted by 
human beings.  15 But I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I 
took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you.  16 Your house and 
your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be 
established forever. (2 Samuel 7:12-16)   

The promise concerns Solomon, but much more than Solomon. Verse16 makes 
clear that the promise concerns all the descendents of David too. As people read 
and heard these words in exile they must have wondered how they might come 
true. After the exile, in the prophet Haggai and others, new hope is expressed in 
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the House of David. In New Testament times where hope for a messiah is spoken 
about it is often understood that the messiah must come from the House of 
David because of this promise. This is why the title ‘Son of David’ is understood 
to be a messianic title. 

But before we get too far ahead of ourselves – the accounts in 1-2 Kings concern the House 
of David who remain, one way or another, on the throne of Judah until the exile. Running 
through it all there are implicit questions about how things will work out given the 
experience of monarchy which fills these pages. Along the way, after Solomon, there is also 
the kingdom of Israel rasing questions for us about the way God’s purposes are being 
worked out.  
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Solomon 

1 Kings 1-11  1 Kings 11.1-13 

One of the things we know about David is that he had a son called Solomon, and there may 
be two things we know about Solomon: he was the king who built the Temple and he was 
the one who was given the gift of wisdom. It is his wisdom that stays in the mind. Both the 
account of the dream in which he asked for wisdom and the way in which he worked out 
which of the prostitutes was mother to a disputed child (both in 1 Kings 3) are popularly 
known. Unfortunately wisdom does not in the end summarise Solomon’s reign. 

If there are other things we know about him it may be helpful to check their accuracy: there 
is a real need to separate fact from fiction when looking at the life of this king. Within the 
Bible he is connected with Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs, but the connection is 
actually quite loose. It would be more helpful to think of these books as written within the 
traditions about Solomon rather than imagine that he himself wrote them. 

Solomon made king 1 Kings 1 

Solomon asks for wisdom 1 Kings 3 

Building the Temple 1 Kings 6 

Building the Palace 1 Kings 7 

Dedication of the Temple 1 Kings 8 

Visit of the Queen of Sheba 1 Kings 10 

Solomon’s wives 1 Kings 11 

Solomon’s death 1 Kings 11 
Table 2 Key points of Solomon's reign 

We noted in the Introduction when looking at King David that the history books do not 
simply report the good things. This is clear once again with Solomon. He was given the gift 
of wisdom and allowed the privilege of building the Temple, but he was also led astray by 
his pursuit of foreign wives. 

Now it should not be assumed that this was simply a problem of lust! In part it may have 
been, but much more likely it was a symptom of pride. Each foreign wife represented a 
relationship with her country. The relationship might have been one where Solomon was 
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dependent on the other country, or whereby the other country was dependent on united 
Israel; the third possibility was one where the countries involved were more equal but 
wished to establish trade between them.  

It was common to offer arrangements to foreign wives or foreign traders to enable them to 
worship when they were away from home. Across Europe and the Middle East there are 
examples of shrines and temples from the first millennium BC and later whereby the 
important deities of one society were worshipped in trading cities of other countries. 

Solomon would have been wise to avoid such arrangements. There would have been no 
demand for new Jewish temples in other countries: there should only ever have been one 
Temple in Jerusalem. The demand in the Ten Commandments that  

I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the house of slavery;  7 you shall have no other gods before me. 
(Deuteronomy 5:6-7)  

should have led Solomon, and all the other kings, to resist the temptation to trade on the 
condition of allowing other gods to be worshipped in Jerusalem. The building of altars to 
Chemosh and Molech, gods of Moab and Ammon was particularly displeasing to God and 
abhorrent to the people because of the practices of the worshippers of these gods. 

Through the Bible the period of Israel’s greatness was in the reigns of David and Solomon. It 
was a united kingdom with extensive borders. David’s military prowess meant that there 
was respect from the nations roundabout, while Solomon’s legendary wisdom enhanced the 
reputation of the country and led to embassies like the visit of the Queen of Sheba . Kings 
concludes the account of her visit as follows: 

King Solomon excelled all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom.  
24 The whole earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, 
which God had put into his mind.  25 Every one of them brought a 
present, objects of silver and gold, garments, weaponry, spices, horses, 
and mules, so much year by year. (1 Kings 10:23-25) 

 All this grandeur was  lost to future generations by Solomon’s folly. Kings makes the point 
that ‘the LORD had appeared to him twice, and had commanded him concerning this 
matter’ (1 Kings 11.9-10) and so the third time the message was one of judgement. 
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Following this judgement Kings offers examples of three people who immediately opposed 
Solomon: Hadad from Edom, Rezon from Aram (Syria), and most seriously of all, as we will 
see, Jeroboam, son of Nebat, from his own kingdom. 

The account of Hadad makes it clear that while David had been king, the Edomite could 
only shelter in Egypt. If, while still in exile, the pharaoh was prepared to let him marry into 
the royal family, he must have been an impressive character. This only serves to further 
bolster David’s reputation as a strong king, able to protect his land and his family from all 
adversaries. Solomon was unfortunately a different matter. Against the advice of pharaoh, 
Hadad set out to attack Solomon. Nothing is said about the success or otherwise of the 
attempt. Perhaps the contrary advice of the pharaoh is an indication that the campaign did 
not turn out well. At the same time, nothing positive is said from Solomon’s side either. 

If Hadad had been an impressive character the language about Rezon suggests that he did 
not have the same pedigree. He fled from his master, formed a marauding band and became 
king in Damascus. Once again there is a reference to David: only after David could Rezon 
have any success. Against Solomon however the situation was quite different: ‘he was an 
adversary of Israel all the days of Solomon’ (1 Kings 11.25). 

The third person, Jeroboam, rebelled because ‘Solomon built the Millo’ (1 Kings 11.27). The 
Millo seems to have been a tower on the city wall of Jerusalem. Solomon had raised a levy of 
forced labour to repair the damage to the tower (1 Kings 9.15). Such programs are always 
unpopular and run the risk of generating grievances against the monarchy. Jeroboam 
tapped into popular unrest within the united kingdom and was therefore the most 
dangerous of all the adversaries mentioned here. We will consider Jeroboam again and in 
more detail in the next study. 

Along the way there are some curious points to notice. When talking about Hadad Kings 
refers to the ruler of Egypt as pharaoh (1 Kings 11.18ff) but later when discussing Jeroboam 
the reference is to the king (1 Kings 11.40). Since the difference in time is negligible this 
presumably reflects the way different sources describe the situation in Egypt. The account of 
Hadad came from some source that talked of pharaohs, while the narrative about Jeroboam 
came from another which was less familiar with Egyptian customs and names. Kings has 
not troubled to smooth over such differences and left them to stand. They offer the reader 
some insights into the method of writing history. 
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Questions 

Did God keep the promise to David during the life of Solomon? How are things changing? 

In a world where the marriage of kings was a key way of conducting diplomacy, who 
should Solomon have married? 

Is it realistic to suggest that they should have gone without trade if it was at the cost of 
idolatry? What would have been the consequences? 

Look quickly through the pages of 1 -2 Kings and see where God speaks directly and where 
he speaks through a prophet. Why might God choose to use one approach over another? 
How does God speak to us? 

How wise was Solomon? What steps could we take to ensure that we don’t slip from wise 
following of God to the folly of Solomon’s later years? 

How do we feel about different sources for the history becoming scripture?  
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The Divided Kingdom 

1 Kings 11-14 1 Kings 12.1-19 

When we come to Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, we may find that there we are on fresh 
ground with no familiar landmarks. His rival, Jeroboam son of Nebat may lead to some 
vague echoes in our memories however (apart from the last session), because his sin was 
taken as the dreadful pattern of sin through the rest of 1 & 2 Kings. 

The roots of the problem of the divided kingdom were in fact laid down in the reign of 
Solomon.1 Kings 11 explains how Solomon built temples for his foreign wives to worship 
their gods. The last straw seems to have been the shrine for the gods Chemosh of Moab and 
Molech of the Ammonites. There was a real revulsion in the land about the practices of the 
worshippers of these deities. Kings is however more concerned about God’s reaction: 

Then the LORD was angry with Solomon, because his heart had turned 
away from the LORD, the God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice,  
10 and had commanded him concerning this matter, that he should not 
follow other gods; but he did not observe what the LORD commanded.  
11 Therefore the LORD said to Solomon, "Since this has been your mind 
and you have not kept my covenant and my statutes that I have 
commanded you, I will surely tear the kingdom from you and give it to 
your servant.  12 Yet for the sake of your father David I will not do it in 
your lifetime; I will tear it out of the hand of your son.  13 I will not, 
however, tear away the entire kingdom; I will give one tribe to your son, 
for the sake of my servant David and for the sake of Jerusalem, which I 
have chosen." (1 Kings 11:9-13) 

The issue for Rehoboam, Solomon’s son seems to have been about needing to 
appear to be the strong man in the kingdom, and who to impress. Rehoboam 
was only the third king of David’s dynasty and the inheritance could not be 
taken for granted. He made his way to Shechem in order to be proclaimed king. 
The people of the 10 northern tribes saw it as an opportunity to negotiate the 
terms on which monarchy might operate.   
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Rehoboam missed two important signs as he brought disaster on his own head. First of all 
the Israelites had invited Jeroboam to join them. Jeroboam had been in exile after opposition 
to Solomon had failed to work out as he hoped (1 Kings 11.26-40). His presence was a sign 
of Israelite seriousness in the negotiations. At the same time however Rehoboam should 
have noticed that they were still open for negotiation and that there was a possibility of a 
successful outcome. His second error was not to take the advice of the older men who 
counselled that he should listen to the complaints that had been raised. Instead he listened 
to the advice of the younger members of his following and threatened to get tough. It is 
remarkable that Rehoboam made this judgement although he was himself 40 and should 
therefore have had some wisdom of his own to bring to the situation. His choice would have 
been more understandable if he had been too young for the throne. 

Once the split had occurred and Jeroboam, son of Nebat, had become king, the situation 
changed. Jeroboam felt the need to consolidate his position and saw the pilgrimages to the 
Temple in Jerusalem as a threat to the viability of the new kingdom. If we look at the split 
from Jeroboam’s point of view, things had started well for him. The split had come across – 
as we have seen – because of God’s displeasure with Solomon. Jeroboam had himself heard 
about God’s plans from the prophet Ahijah (1 Kings 11.29-39). When things worked out so 
that Jeroboam became king it might have been expected that the kingdom would be solidly 
behind the LORD who had brought the new king to his throne. 

Fear and insecurity do terrible things to people. Jeroboam set up new shrines in the north 
(in Dan) and the south (at Bethel) of his kingdom. With extraordinary ineptness he set a calf 
in each of these shrines and proclaimed to the people: 

Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of 
Egypt. (1 Kings 12:28) 

Given the incident of the golden calf at Sinai (Exodus 32) this was a staggering 
choice. Jeroboam then consolidated his error by appointing places of worship on 
the high places, establishing a new priesthood, and declaring an alternative 
festival. 

The whole strategy was condemned in summary fashion in the Book of Kings:  
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This matter became sin to the house of Jeroboam, so as to cut it off and to 
destroy it from the face of the earth.    (1 Kings 13:34) 

This statement anticipates what is to come two centuries later in the destruction of the 
northern kingdom in 722BC. 

It is however clear throughout the Old Testament, in the Books of Kings and in this incident 
in particular, that God does not destroy his people without warning. 1 Kings 13 has a 
complex story about a prophet from Judah coming with a message and a sign to warn 
Jeroboam of the consequences of his actions. The message looked beyond the destruction of 
722 to the actions of the late Judean king Josiah, and is quoted later in Kings when dealing 
with the reign of Joisah. The sign was more immediate and more personal. Hearing the 
words of the prophet Jeroboam gave orders for his arrest. As he gave the order his arm froze 
in place, only to be released by the intercession of the prophet. 

Following the account of the confrontation at Bethel is the story of that same prophet being 
deceived by another prophet and losing his life as a direct result. The purpose of including 
the story is no doubt to further emphasise the reliability of the word of the LORD and to 
warn that it must always be taken with the utmost seriousness. 

Kings is quite striking in the amount of space that is devoted to events in the northern 
kingdom, though it is clear that the whole account continues under the shadow of the 
outcome that is known from the outset. 

It is also striking in the amount of space that is given to accounts of the role of the prophets, 
including the conflicts which occur between different groups of prophets. Looking at the 
life of Jeroboam as it is recorded here we have 15 verses in chapter 11 which are mainly 
concerned with the prophesy of Ahijah. This is followed by chapter 12, with 33 verses 
describing the split and the religious policy of Jeroboam. Chapter 13 has 33 verses about 
the prophet from the south. Then chapter 14 has another 20 verses relating to Jeroboam but 
mostly relating to the prophet Ahijah once again. It can be seen then that the role of 
prophets is one of the most dominant motifs running through this section. 

What is true for the north is true also for Judea. Rehoboam’s instinct to take Israel by force 
is opposed by another prophet: 
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Thus says the LORD, You shall not go up or fight against your kindred 
the people of Israel. (1 Kings 12:24)   

This strong role for the prophets could be one reason for the inclusion of these history 
books in the category of ‘The Former Prophets’ in the Hebrew Bible. It does not lessen their 
value in terms of history however. Like other historians the author(s) of Kings made use of 
source material, particularly the Annals of the Kings of Israel (14.19) and the Annals of the 
Kings of Judah (14.29). Unfortunately all that remains of these volumes of Annals are the 
quotations from them in the Old Testament. We might also like to reflect whether all history 
writing makes (implicit) claim to a prophetic element! 

Questions 

Why was Jeroboam unable to trust the LORD? 

To what extent do the blessings we have received in the past prevent future failure? 

Was Jeroboam right to fear the political effect pilgrimage would have on the viability of 
kingdom of Israel? 

What on earth made Jeroboam choose calves? Had he never heard about the Exodus and 
Aaron’s biggest mistake?  (Perhaps we could think quietly about whether we have ever been 
appalled at what we have ourselves done.) 

All history writing inevitably leaves out much of interest. What is left out of the history of 
Rehoboam and Jeroboam? What questions would we like answered about their reigns? 

Was the division of the kingdom inevitable? 

Why is there nothing (or very little) about prophets in the history of more recent times? 
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Elijah 

1 Kings 18.20-39 

Elijah is mentioned in the Gospels and has an important role there as well as in the Old 
Testament. It is Elijah who appears with Moses on the Mountain of Transfiguration. Some of 
Jesus’ miracles seem to echo things which Elijah did and lead to onlookers expressing 
astonishment. There are some other aspects of Elijah in the New Testament – his 
relationship to John the Baptist for example – which are not quite so easy to follow, but they 
do not matter for our current purposes. One other thing it is useful to remember is that 
Elijah and Elisha were different people! Elisha was Elijah’s successor and his ministry was in 
many ways very similar. It is challenging when two people share roughly the same time and 
the same ministry – Elisha comes up later in our studies, 

Something of the range of Elijah’s ministry can be seen on the map1 below. His work as a 
prophet was in the Northern kingdom of Israel. When he needed to make some distance 

between himself and the royal household he 
escaped into the Southern kingdom of Judah. 

Our concern will be with the famous encounter 
with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel and 
the site is marked with the first box on the left 
side of the map. 

Before we get into the details it may be helpful to 
ask what the religion of Baal was and why it was 
so fiercely opposed in the Old Testament. 

Before the Israelites entered the Promised Land 
with Joshua it had been the home of the 
Canaanites. For much of the Old Testament period 
they continued to live alongside the Israelites in 
the land. Their chief god was Baal. Baal had 
achieved this distinction by being the most 

                                                 
1 (Aharoni, et al. 2002) p101 
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successful of the family of Canaanite gods, defeating and killing some of the others. He was 
sometimes known as the storm god and was particularly associated with fertility. 

Canaanite religion was fiercely opposed through the Old Testament for a number of 
reasons. The Ten Commandments were, as we have seen2, very clear that no other gods 
should be worshipped. The worship of the Canaanites was seen as having led the people 
into behaviour that was grossly immoral and which had defiled the land3. The behaviour of 
Baal was mirrored in his worshippers. When we put this alongside the understanding that 
humans are made in the image of God4 we can appreciate how disturbing the prophets 
found it when they saw people distorting the image of the God who had made them and 
worshipping idols and false gods. 

In the time of Elijah the problem became especially sharp because the king of Israel, Ahab, 
was married to a foreign princess who seems to have actively promoted the worship of Baal 
that she associated with her home city of Tyre. 

Why did so many people support King Ahab? Ahab was the son of Omri who had restored 
strength and stability to the Northern kingdom. After a period of national decline and 
constant change in the ruling family he had settled the country. People would not want to 
rock the boat. The Bible however concentrates on the religious policies of the various kings 
leaving us to glean other details elsewhere. 

Whatever their reasons the number of people who did support Ahab made it dangerous for 
those who believed in the LORD God. In verse 4 and again in verse 13 we learn that 
Obadiah (not the one who has a Bible book named after him) rescued and hid 50 prophets 
because Jezebel was hunting them down and killing them. It was an act of considerable 
courage on his part which took him beyond his own comfort zone. When asked by Elijah to 
take a further step, he did, but only after admitting his fear and gaining a promise from 
Elijah. 

The reference to 50 prophets of the LORD and to all the prophets of Baal and of Astarte give 
a picture of Old Testament religion which may be rather different to our expectations. The 

                                                 
2 (above p6) 
3 Eg Lev 18.24-30 
4 Gen 1.26 
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details of religious practice among pagan religions may not detain us, but the presence of so 
many prophets belonging to the LORD raise questions about their purpose, the tasks they 
undertook, and, at least for the more curious, how they were supported and made their 
living. The presence of may prophets is a feature of our studies which will recur. At the 
same time there is little firm evidence for us about their function. 

The heart of our passage concerns the conflict between Elijah and the prophets of Baal on 
Mount Carmel. There had been drought in the land for three years. The drought had been 
prophesied by Elijah (1 Kings 17.1) in response to the pagan policies of Ahab. The drought 
raised the stakes for at least two reasons. Firstly, and most obviously, because the people 
depended on what was grown on the land and the drought meant shortage and famine for 
all. This is very clear in 1 Kings 17 where we see Elijah himself needing special provision 
for his food. The drought spread beyond Israel to Sidon, Jezebel’s home territory. The next 
account in 1 Kings 17 concerns a widow from Zarephath.  

The second reason why the stakes were raised by a drought was that it directly challenged 
the claims of the Baal party who claimed that their god had charge over storms and fertility. 
That claim was undermined by Elijah’s actions. 

The drought must also be kept in mind as Elijah asks for water to be poured out over the 
sacrifice he has prepared. This not only enlarges the miracle that follows in that the fire 
burns up a sodden offering, but it also represents a faith that the LORD will make good the 
supply of water diminished in this way. 

In the drama of the conflict on Mount Carmel it is easy to lose track of the issue about 
drought. As soon as the fire has consumed Elijah’s sacrifice, the prophet warns King Ahab 
that rain is coming. The purpose behind the slaughter of the prophets was to enable 
blessing to return to the land. The fire devouring the offering may have been convincing for 
those who were present: the return of rain was what was needed to convince others. God 
wanted his people to know him as a God who provides for his them, 

These events on Mount Carmel, clear and decisive as they are in our account from 1 Kings, 
did not end the conflict. When people are ‘limping with two different opinions’ (1 Kings 
18:21; compare James 1.7; 4.8) they need to be comprehensively won round. In the 
aftermath of Mount Carmel Elijah himself fled south, depressed, exhausted and anxious 
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because it seemed to him that despite all that had happened, he was alone in his support of 
the LORD (1 Kings 19). 

 

Questions 

How familiar are we with the stories of Elijah’s ministry? Use the map to draw out some of 
the key events. 

Is it right to mock other people’s gods (v27)? 

What names do we use for God (i) in prayer and (ii) in conversation? (Cf v36) 

Why does Elijah take 12 stones when he is prophet to the 10 tribe northern kingdom? 

How do we maintain a vision for a united church and a world subject to God in the light of 
experience? 

Why does Elijah send his servant seven times to check for clouds? 

What can we learn from the link between this event and the evening sacrifice (v36)? What 
links should be made with our regular services? 

In what circumstances would it be right for us to disregard danger as we followed the path 
of Christian discipleship? 

How many prophets do we need today? 
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Naboth’s Vineyard 

1 Kings 21.1-19 

If Naboth had not had a vineyard next door to Ahab’s plan for 
a palace complex, no-one would have heard of him. The other 
characters in this episode are people we have already met: 
Ahab, Jezebel and Elijah. 

Jezreel is marked on the map showing the location of incidents 
involving Elijah (above p16). While Ahab had his capital at 
Samaria, he was also committed to building projects in other 
places. 1 Kings concentrates on Ahab’s failures. Alongside this 
archaeologists have demonstrated how during this period 
‘impressive cities that functioned as administrative centres 
were built, and further suggests the emergence of a fully 
developed territorial state in Israel, defined by sophisticated 
organisation, a standing army and international trade’. Ahab 
and his father, Omri, were ‘the first individuals in Israelite 
history to be named in ancient Near Eastern texts’. The 

Inscription of Shalmaneser III (on the next page) refers to the opposition to Assyrian 
expansion led by Ahab. 

The story Naboth’s vineyard, together with the brief notice of his building works in 2 Kings 
22.39-40 are among the few clues in the Bible that Ahab was a significant leader in the 
ancient world. He ‘put Israel on the map’, built up its reputation and strength, and resisted 
Assyrian expansion. Nonetheless, in the biblical account he is found wanting on every level 
that is reported. 

Three times in 1 Kings Ahab is described as Sullen (20.43; 21.4,5)5 ‘The root [of the word] 
means basically "to be stubborn."  … [and] lays stress on attitude … [It] is clearly displayed 
in the case of the wayward and rebellious son who is publicly denounced and executed 
(Deut 21:18ff). Most often it portrays Israel's total rebellion against God (Isa 1:23; Jer 6:28). 

                                                 
5 The NIV helpfully uses the same word to translate the Hebrew each time. Other translations vary the 
vocabulary for stylistic reasons.  
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… [These references] describe Ahab's psychological condition as being sullen and 
aggravated when being rebuked or rebuffed.’6 The text is unusually offering an insight into 
the character of Ahab as well as describing his actions. Could it also be the case that the text 
offers insights into the marriage of Ahab and Jezebel and the way their relationship 
worked? 

Old Testament law was very clear about the way in which 
property was owned. It remained within a family. If the family 
died out it was passed to someone who was close kin. If disaster 
fell on a family and they were forced to sell their land, it had to be 
returned to them in the Jubilee Year. The legislation was clear, but 
there is sadly very little evidence that it was properly observed. 
Certainly selling land to Ahab would represent a permanent 
parting with this inheritance. Alongside the value of land as a 
permanent family entitlement went a strong sense of identity. 
People were often identified with their family or their place of 
origin. At times it could amount to the same thing. 

There is thus very great significance in ‘the inheritance of my 
fathers’ The way in which Elijah responded to the seizure of the 
vineyard illustrates ‘the strong communal and social thrust of the 

prophetic message’7. The prophets not only condemned idolatry, 
they also condemned personal and social sin without seeing some 
great gulf separating one category from the next. 

Elijah’s prophecies to Ahab seem to be very specific: 

Thus says the LORD: In the place where dogs licked up the blood of 
Naboth, dogs will also lick up your blood ... I will bring disaster on you; I 
will consume you, and will cut off from Ahab every male, bond or free, 
in Israel;  22 and I will make your house like the house of Jeroboam son 
of Nebat, and like the house of Baasha son of Ahijah, because you have 

                                                 
6 (R Laird Harris 1980) 
7 (Fyall 1997) p 10 

Figure 2 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wiki
pedia/commons/e/ef/Karkar.jpg 
7th August 2007 
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provoked me to anger and have caused Israel to sin.  23 Also concerning 
Jezebel the LORD said, 'The dogs shall eat Jezebel within the bounds of 
Jezreel.'  24 Anyone belonging to Ahab who dies in the city the dogs shall 
eat; and anyone of his who dies in the open country the birds of the air 
shall eat. (1 Kings 21:19, 21-24 )  

The location of his death is specified. The lack of burial indicates that Ahab will die violently 
at the hands of an enemy. Not only will Ahab die but so will his descendents. Verse 24 is 
particularly unpleasant. His name will be without honour in Israel. Jezebel’s death is also 
specifically included, again with the detail about the location and the indication that she 
can expect a violent death. 

Prophecy cannot however represent a simple foretelling of the future because there is a 
further word from the Lord and the account of Ahab’s death in 1 Kings 22.29-38 makes no 
mention of Naboth’s vineyard. Jezebel’s death (2 Kings 9.30-37) is however just as might 
have been anticipated from this chapter though it is some time in coming. 

What can we learn from this about the nature of prophecy? First of all it is clear that the 
intervention of the prophets make it very clear that God is involved with his people. He 
knows what is happening and he cares about the events that are unfolding in Israel. 
Secondly he is not prepared to let evil continue to flourish. He warns those involved, 
through the prophet, that he is going to act in judgement over the incidents which are 
taking place. Alongside this however it is clear that because God is involved it is possible for 
the conversation to continue. God has not set some mechanical process into operation: he is 
talking to his people. Ahab responds with penitence, Jezebel does not. 

The intervention of a prophet makes clear where God stands and (implicitly) offers people 
an opportunity to repent. It does not illustrate an unchanging, pre-determined future. It is 
for the people who hear it, and while it has an ongoing significance for later generations, it 
is not, in the first instance, for them. 

Questions 

What do we look for in national leaders – someone able to make the country strong 
internally and externally, or someone with a strong moral character? Is it reasonable or 
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possible to look for both? How do our answers help us decide how to vote? Do we have 
responsibilities in the leadership or government of our country? 

What would we refuse to sell? 

Naboth refused to sell because he held his land in trust from God. What do we hold in trust 
from God? In the light of this do we want to make any changes to the answer given to the 
first question? 

What limits should there be to the king’s power? What limits do we find in the Bible? Do 
these limits have relevance in a modern society? 

Was Ahab responsible for Jezebel’s actions? Do our moods cause others to act in certain 
ways? 

Ask one of the team which visited JCF to talk about the importance of 
family/home/background in Zimbabwe. 

What had Jeroboam son of Nebat done? What had Baasha son of Ahijah Done? (1 Kings 
21.22) 
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Micaiah 

1 Kings 22 1 Kings 22.19-23 

The story of Micaiah is not as well known as it should be. 

Imagine, if you will, that you are an important decision maker, settling policy for the 
country. Suddenly you find that there is someone speaking out and telling you that your 
whole strategy is not just a mistake, but it is evil and has offended God. What would you do? 

When the Old Testament prophets appeared they were not usually carrying passports with 
‘Prophet’ listed as their occupation. There were groups of people early on called ‘the sons of 
the prophets’ who could be expected to do prophet-like things, but that group do not seem 
to have pressed their views on kings. When Amos did go to press his view on the Northern 
kingdom he consciously distanced himself from such ‘professional prophets’. Over time 
however it came common for ‘prophets’ to serve on the staff of the kings, available when 
called. But how was anyone to know who was genuine and who was not? How could 
anyone tell the difference between the Word of the Lord, the smooth tongue of the court 
prophet or the ravings of a self-appointed agitator? Evil more often comes disguised as an 
angel of light than shrouded in black. 

As we have seen Ahab had been surrounded by prophets of Baal and Asherah. 450 prophets 
of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah had been killed on Mount Carmel. It would be 
tempting to think that the unfaithful prophets in 1 Kings 22 were replacements who also 
worshipped Baal and Asherah and explain their folly in that way. The text does not allow 
such explanations. Jehoshaphat clearly asks Ahab to "Inquire first for the word of the 
LORD." (1 Kings 22:5). When LORD appears in capitals it refers to Yahweh and is never 
simply a way of referring generally to a god. 

Similarly when Jehoshaphat finds the first 400 prophets unconvincing he refers to prophets 
of Yahweh:  "Is there no other prophet of the LORD here of whom we may inquire?" (1 
Kings 22:7). Zedekiah, whose name means Yahweh is righteous, impertinently asks 
Micaiah, "Which way did the spirit of the LORD pass from me to speak to you?" (1 Kings 
22:24) Sadly we must conclude that all the key players are at least nominally servants of the 
Living God. 
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We may however wonder whether those recruited to prophetic office in the palace of Ahab 
may have been more interested in advancement than in faith. Might it not be the case that 
those who genuinely wanted to bring a word from the LORD might have hesitated on such 
a career move, while those who saw faith as a reflection of the kings will might be readier 
to take up such posts. Micaiah, we notice, was brought up from the cells. 

Such an understanding of the character of the prophets might help see why Micaiah shared 
the provocative vision of the Divine Council. The LORD is pictured sitting among the 
heavenly beings, but the false prophets (who might as easily have worked for any deity) 
need to hear that it is the LORD who is in charge and all others simply servants. 

There is some nifty footwork in this chapter. The 400 prophets may have been 
unconvincing, but they did follow the prompting of the LORD. When Micaiah shares the 
vision of the Heavenly Council he tells them that ‘the LORD has put a lying sp irit in the 
mouth of all these your prophets’ (1 Kings 22.23). Perhaps therefore Micaiah’s first 
prophecy - Go up, and prosper; and the LORD shall deliver it into the hand of the king. (1 
Kings 22.15) – vindicated the 400 on this occasion. 

The idea of a lying prophet from God has troubled many readers. Aquinas sought to 
distinguish between what God commands and what God allows: he allowed the lying spirit 
to go out. Calvin was impatient with such explanations and said that God could do 
whatever he willed. More recently Walter Brueggemann hinted that maybe we should 
understand the account of the Divine Council as rather like a parable. It is worth noting 
however that since Micaiah goes on to lay out the full truth, it is hardly necessary to go to 
great lengths to defend God! 

Ramoth-Gilead, border town constantly fought over by Israel and Syria (Aram). ‘Even after 
Ahab had defeated the Aramaeans (1 Kings 20), it remained in their hands and Ahab 
enlisted the help of Jehoshaphat of Judah to retake it ... His son Joram took up the attack but 
was likewise wounded.’8 Peter Leithart points out that, ‘Given its location Ramoth-Gilead, is 
an important defensive position against invaders from the east. Apparently Ramoth-Gilead 
is also on a trade route, so that Aram’s control of the city gives access to income of various 
duties and fees. Ahab specifically complains that the Aramaeans did not keep their end of 

                                                 
8 (Bimson 1995) p261 
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the  bargain made in the previous 
battle with Israel, whose terms 
required the surrender of’9 the city. 

The battle for Ramoth-Gilead (and the 
map which includes Moab in the 
territory of Israel at this time) remind 
us that then, as now, national 
boundaries kept changing. God had 
led the people from slavery in Egypt to 
freedom in the Promised Land. In 
Deuteronomy and Joshua it was a 
land that seemed to have relatively 
clear boundaries. However the failure 

of the people to keep their eyes fixed on God meant that they were insecure at the 
boundaries, and, in the end, insecure in their capitals too. 

Perhaps despite everything the king of Israel believed Micaiah but thought he could outwit  
God. Having heard the exchange between the prophets, both kings go into battle. The king 
of Israel however goes in disguise so as not to attract the attention of the enemy soldiers – 
capturing the king was to win the prize. It is however not possible to hide from God. And 
Ahab dies from injuries received by a chance arrow. Kings does not even stop to tell us the 
outcome of the battle – did they take Ramoth-Gilead or not?  

                                                 
9 (Leithart 2006) p159 
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Questions 

How readily do we bring our key decisions to 
God in prayer? 

Neither Ahab nor Jehoshaphat take any notice of 
Micaiah’s words: do we sometimes compromise 
ourselves by speaking first and praying 
afterwards? 

Do we tend to seek advice from those who will 
tell us what we want to hear? How do we treat 
people who have advised us in ways that seemed 
hard? 

How does it happen that Micaiah is 
outnumbered 400:1? Would we tell the truth 
against such odds? 

In what ways can we proclaim Christian faith in 
a pluralistic age?  

The Divine Council 

This peculiar vision reported by 
the prophet is the most graphic 
offer of a “council of the gods” 
in the Old Testament, a 
portrayal of an arena of decision 
making beyond human decision 
making. But there are 
recurrences of the same motif in 
other places in the text (see Jer 
23:18-22, Amos 3:7, Ps 82:1). 
The most graphic presentation is 
in Isa 6 wherein the prophet is 
given access to the heavenly 
throne room where the fate of 
Israel is sealed. It is suggested, 
moreover, that the many voices 
reported in Isa 40:1-11, 
together with the plural 
imperative of v. 1, reflect a like 
conversation. The negotiation 
between God and Satan in Job 
1:6-12; 2:2-7 surely reflects 
such imagery and the chorus of 
“angels” at Bethlehem are likely 
announcing a decision of the 
divine council concerning the 
appearance of King Jesus (Luke 
2:9-15). The imagery attests to a 
will other than our own 
operative and decisive in the 
world. 

(Bruggemann 2000) p272 
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Naaman 

2 Kings 5.1-19a 

We have already seen that 1 & 2 Kings gives significant amounts of space to report ing the 
activities of the prophets. There are a number of stories about Elisha, the disciple of Elijah, 
in the collection. Elisha continued with the style and power of his master’s work. 

Elisha inherits Elijah’s mantle 2 Kings 2 

Advice about the war with Moab 2 Kings 3.11-20 

The widow’s oil and other events 2 Kings 4 

Naaman 2 Kings 5 

War with Aram 2 Kings 6-7 

Elisha in Damascus 2 Kings 8 

The death of Elisha 2 Kings 13.14-21 

 

Among the best known of all the episodes in the ministry of Elisha is the healing of Naaman 
the leper. It has an appeal simply as a story. We can delight in the way that the great 
general is dependent on the advice of a slave girl. We can appreciate the humour of the 
Israelite king’s dismay on receiving the request for Naaman’s healing. The theme of 
dependency on the advice of the servants is repeated when Naaman is persuaded to do as 
Elisha commands and goes to wash in the Jordan. There is the disappointment of the 
behaviour of Gehazi, though this is offset by the knowledge that the prophet has not been 
fooled by his greedy servant. There is satisfaction when, ‘the leader who had strutted to 
Israel with a proud load of riches is leaving with a humble cargo of dirt’10 

We should by now be able to appreciate more still about this story. Naaman is a general in 
the army of Aram and as we have seen Aram was constantly an enemy to Israel. In case we 
have missed this point we are reminded in that the servant girl was captured in one of the 
raids on Israel. As the story progresses there is an implicit question about whether warring 
                                                 
10 (Moore 1990) p79 
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nations can also come to the other’s aid in times of need. The great general needs help from 
Israel, but when it is sought Israel misunderstands and sees in the request a pretext for war. 

The answer to the question then, is ‘No’. Warring nations are not able to help each other in 
time of need. But there is a further dimension to the question. Does the situation change 
when God is involved? The servant girl had not said that Naaman needed help from Israel 
but, ‘If only my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his 
leprosy.’ (2 Kings 5.2) And when the Israelite king responds with fear Elisha sends him a 
message: ‘Why have you torn your robes? Make the man come to me and he will know that 
there is a prophet in Israel.’ (2 Kings 5.8). As we know Naaman is helped. 

It might have been expected that the great enemy of Israel would not be helped, precisely 
because God is involved. It is sometimes thought that the character of God comes across as 
more ‘tribal’ in the Old Testament and that this has given rise to a nation more than usually 
pre-occupied with themselves. This text makes it quite clear that any such approach has no 
support in the Old Testament itself. From within the heart of the Old Testament itself 
narrow nationalism is challenged.  

Of course it is not just Israel that needs to learn fresh lessons. Naaman arrives near Elisha’s 
home with all the dignity that befits his rank. It is recognized when he is in the presence of 
the king of Aram and it is recognized when he is before the king of Israel, but it is of no 
importance when he is in the presence of Elisha. In fact Elisha does not appear at all. He 
sends his servant with an instruction which causes offence on at least two counts: Naaman 
thinks Elisha should have appeared and he thinks he should have been given a more 
appropriate task. Naaman is described as leaving in a rage. 

Somehow the servants prevail and Naaman does as he was bidden. In response ‘his flesh 
was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean’ (2 Kings 5.14). Rick Moore 
invites us to note that the word translated as ‘boy’ could equally well have been translated 
‘servant’ which would invite all sorts of reflection: he is like the servant girl, he is put 
alongside his own servants, and he goes through a transition from his haughty demeanour 
at the start. 

If it seems that all the tensions have been relieved and the story all but over we should 
observe straightaway that we are only half way through the chapter – verse 14 out of 27. 
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The issue at stake is not simply the healing of Naaman, or the conflict between Israel and 
Aram, nor even whether countries in conflict can help one another in time of need. It is also 
about coming before the God of Israel and acknowledging that he is LORD. ‘Naaman’s bag 
of riches and letter from his king represent the chief resources of royalty, namely, wealth 
and power. In the end, both resources fail. Naaman discovers that his healing will cost 
something other than money, and he further discovers that he must acknowledge 
something that he king’s letter fails to acknowledge, that there is a prophet in Israel.’11 

Naaman returns to Elisha, and this time actually meets with the prophet , and declares, ‘Now 
I know that there is no God in all the earth except in Israel’ (2 Kings 5.15) and he offers the 
resources he has as a gift. Elisha firmly and repeatedly (2 Kings 5.16) refused. At this point 
Naaman desists and asks instead to be given some earth. The change Naaman has 
undergone is truly profound: 

please let two mule-loads of earth be given to your servant; for your 
servant will no longer offer burnt offering or sacrifice to any god except 
the LORD (2 Kings 5.17) 

In one sentence Naaman twice describes himself a servant. He indicates a significant change 
of behavior in an important area. It was not possible for senior officials to opt out of 
worship of national gods, but Naaman has been so changed that this is what he must do. He 
thinks that he will still be able to attend the temples where Rimmon is worshipped – and he 
begs forgiveness for this – but this should not take away from the depth of the commitment 
he is making.. Elisha accepts Naaman’s suggestion. 

But if the general from Aram has learnt what it means to come before the God of Israel, at 
least one Israelite has not. Gehazi sees an opportunity for gain. We hear what is in his mind, 
‘I will run after him and get something out of him.’ (2 Kings 5.21) It seems somewhat ironic 
because what he gets in the end is the leprosy that Naaman arrived with. As he returns 
Gehazi has two servants walking before him as though he were a great lord, but being a 
great lord is not everything that could be desired.  

                                                 
11 (Moore 1990) p74 
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When Gehazi comes back to Elisha our translations say that he stood ‘before his master’ (2 
Kings 5.25) The word used can mean ‘before’, but it is not the word that was used for 
‘before’ earlier in the chapter and the distinction could be brought out by offering instead 
‘he stood against his master’. 

Elisha had a question for Gehazi that received no answer at all: ‘Is this a time to accept 
money and to accept clothing, olive orchards and vineyards, sheep and oxen, and male and 
female slaves?’ (2 Kings 5.26). For Elisha the prophet this was not the time to triumph over 
the armies of Aram, instead it was the time to demonstrate that there is indeed a God in 
Israel. To miss this is to miss everything that matters. 

 

 

Questions 

What starts wars? Why did the king of Israel see the king of Aram’s letter as a reason to 
start a war? Is this really how such things happen? 

How deeply does the change in Naaman really go? 

Should Elisha have accepted Naaman’s compromise? 

How has God changed us? 

We are often clear about how others need to change but what else needs to be changed in 
us? 

How can we help each other to go on changing in the right way? 

Do we pray for our enemies? 
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Joash  

2 Kings 11-12 2 Kings 12.1-21 

Joash is hardly the best known king of Judah. Nonetheless there are some useful things to 
learn from a consideration of his reign. 

Joash’s early years were tumultuous. The family tree indicates the key relationships: The 
first thing to notice is the intertwining of 
the kingdoms of Judah and Israel by the 
marriage of the royal family. At this 
period Israel was the stronger partner 
and the religious practices of Israel and 
her foreign policy dominated the 
southern kingdom. This in turn meant 
that there were groups in Judah who 
were very concerned about the spread of 
the worship of Baal and other pagan 
gods. 

Joash’s grandmother Athaliah continued 
to be a real power in the land of Judah 
after the death of her husband, King 
Joram, and she would seem to have been 
the leading pro-Israel figure. However 
when her son Ahaziah also died she saw 
that she was in danger of losing power 
altogether and ‘she set about to destroy 
all the royal family’ (1 Kings 11.1). Her 
one year old grandson Joash was the 
only survivor of this terrible massacre.  

Joash was kept hidden for six years until the High Priest, Jehoida, judged it time for a coup 
against Athaliah. The seven year old king was brought to the Temple, to the spot where 
kings were proclaimed and then Jehoida ‘brought out the king's son, put the crown on him, 

Omri 

(King of Israel) 

 

Ahab = Jezebel 

(King of Israel) 

 

Joram = Athaliah 

(King of Judah) 

 

Ahaziah 

(King of Judah) 

 

Joash 

(King of Judah) 
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and gave him the covenant; they proclaimed him king, and anointed him; they clapped 
their hands and shouted, "Long live the king!"’ (2 Kings 11:12)  When Athaliah heard the 
commotion – the royal palace was next door to the Temple – she approached, was arrested 
and executed. 

By the age of seven Joash had had his entire family wiped out and seen his grand-mother – 
the perpetrator of much of the trouble – killed in front of him. It was an unpromising start 
to his 40 years on the throne! 

Joash failed to learn important lessons from this early start. His life came to an end in a 
similar fashion: ‘His servants arose, devised a conspiracy, and killed Joash in the house of 
Millo, on the way that goes down to Silla.  21 It was Jozacar son of Shimeath and Jehozabad 
son of Shomer, his servants, who struck him down, so that he died. He was buried with his 
ancestors in the city of David; then his son Amaziah succeeded him.’ (2 Kings 12:20-21)   

Jehoida was a key character through these turbulent years. He was the architect of the coup, 
giving clear instructions including the command to execute the queen. For Kings  he was 
the hero of the situation whose ongoing guidance kept Joash on the straight and narrow for 
many years - Jehoash did what was right in the sight of the LORD all his days, because the 
priest Jehoiada instructed him. (2 Kings 12:2). This statement is however immediately 
qualified: ‘Nevertheless the high places were not taken away; the people continued to 
sacrifice and make offerings on the high places’ (2 Kings 12:3)  and it is clear that his reign 
ended in deep disappointment. 

The Temple was a key pre-occupation of the king – no doubt under the guidance of the 
High Priest. He gave instructions that two categories of the Temple income should be set 
aside for repairs. It is not clear from Kings the year in which the instruction was given, but 
the implication seems to be that many years passed by without any progress being made. 1 
Kings 12.7 should not be read as a criticism of Jehoida, but as a renewal of the command in 
very formal circumstances. From then on the money bypassed the priests, going straight fro 
Jehoida to the craftsmen recruited for the task. 

No particular project seems to have been in mind, but rather the ongoing routine 
maintenance. We are not told of any celebration of a completed task, though we do learn 
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that neither Joash nor Jehoida ‘ask[ed] 
an accounting from those into whose 
hand they delivered the money to pay 
out to the workers, for they dealt 
honestly’. (2 Kings 12:15) 

There are three things to remember 
here. First of all the story of the repair 
fund for the Temple is in stark contrast 
to the immediately following story 
where in order to maintain homeland 
security Joash strips the wealth of the 
Temple in order to buy off Hazael, king 
of Aram (Syria).  

Secondly, a similar situation prevailed 
in the reign of Josiah, and we hear again 
about honest craftsmen: ‘no accounting 
shall be asked from them for the money 
that is delivered into their hand, for they 
deal honestly.’ (2 Kings 22:7).  

Thirdly, we should note the size of the 
Temple compound. Appreciating the 
size makes it easy to see why ongoing 
maintenance was such an issue and 
offers a background to understanding 
how important manuscripts could be 
lost somewhere in the complex – an 
issue in the reign of Josiah.   

Raids and destruction 

According to the Bible, the temple was pillaged 
many times during the course of its history (dates 
before Ahaz are approximate): 

1. by king Shishak of Egypt, c.933 BCE (1 
Kings 14:25, 26);  

2. by king Asa of Judah, c.900 BCE in order to 
persuade Ben-Hadad I of Damascus to come 
to his aid against Baasha of Israel (1 Kings 
15:9-24);  

3. by king Jehoash of Judah, c. 825 BCE, in 
order to pay Hazael of Damascus, who was 
besieging the city (2 Kings 12:17-18);  

4. by king Joash of Israel, c.790 BCE (2 Kings 
14:14);  

5. by king Ahaz of Judah, 734 BCE, to 
persuade Tiglath-pileser III of Assyria to 
come to his aid against Pekah of Israel and 
Rezin II of Damascus (2 Kings 16:8, 17, 18);  

6. by king Hezekiah of Judah, 712 BC, to pay 
king Sennacherib of Assyria, who was 
besieging the city (2 Kings 18:15, 16).  

7. by king Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon who 
pillaged it twice- once in 597 BC, and again 
in 586 BC, after which he destroyed it (2 
Kings 24:13; 2 Chr. 36:7). He burned the 
temple, and carried all its treasures with 
him to Babylon (2 Kings 25:9-17; 2 Chr. 
36:19; Isaiah 64:11).  

These sacred vessels were, at the end of the 
Babylonian Captivity, restored to the Jews by Cyrus 
in 538 BCE (Ezra 1:7-11). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solomon's_Temple 13 
August 2007 
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Figure 3 http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/0/09/Solomon%27sTemple.PNG 13 August 2007 

Questions 

Is it possible to recover from a really poor start in life? What factors make it possible to put 
a poor start behind one? What are the implications of this for the church? What are the 
implications for the state? 

Was Jehoida right to engineer the coup? What compromises might Jehoida have had to 
make over the six years when Athaliah ruled? Given that the high places were not dealt 
with and that Joash died in unfortunate circumstances would you judge Jehoida’s career a 
success? 

If Athaliah had succeeded in her plans Israel and Judah might have been re-united. What 
costs are worth paying to ensure unity? 
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Why was the Temple so important? Do we have any equivalent to the Temple? 

How does the history of the Temple mirror the history of the people? Why is there a close 
connection? 

How should we pay for the routine maintenance of St James?  
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Hezekiah 

2 Kings 18-19 19.14-19 

There is a cruel trick that I cannot believe any good vicar would try on a  congregation. It is 
to ask people to look up the Book of Hezekiah, and then watch people’s confusion. I 
wouldn’t know for myself (since I’ve never tried the trick) but I imagine that it ‘works’ 
because it sounds as though there ought to be a Book of Hezekiah and because his name 
sounds a bit familiar. This is no trick – Hezekiah comes up in 2 Kings, 2 Chronicles and 
Isaiah. 

But we are not looking at Hezekiah simply to ensure that no-one falls victim to this trick! 
The space given to the reign of Hezekiah already tells us that this is a significant moment. 
The way events are related have within them something of the suspense and tension of the 

times so that as we are drawn into 
the story we can sense the hopes 
and fears of the main actors and 
appreciate the faith of the king 
which comes through in the 
central scene of the prayer in the 
Temple.  

The maps12 explain something of 
the background to the problems 
facing Judah. The Assyrians – the 
eighth and seventh century BC 
superpower – attacked and 
defeated Damascus in 732 BC. Ten 
years later they attacked and 
defeated Israel, destroying the 
capital, Samaria. Twenty years 
later they were back and this time 

                                                 
12 (Jenkins 1985) 

Figure 4 Assyria Flexes its muscles 
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Judah was very firmly in the frame. 

Hezekiah was born sometime round 740 BC. As an eight year old he would have learned of 
the capture of Damascus. As an eighteen year old he would have been very conscious of the 
Assyrian armies a few miles up country defeating Israel. At this point he was already joint-
ruler with his father13 and known for his anti-Assyrian foreign policy. Assyria had cast a 
long shadow across his life. The Assyrian attack in 701 was the culmination of many years 
of concern about the place of Judah in the wider world.  

The real action starts with the Hezekiah sending a message of surrender while the Assyrians 
were besieging Lachish. Lachish was a major fortification south west of Jerusalem. It made 
sense for the Assyrians to deal with this important defence post before rounding back on 
Jerusalem itself. The fall of Lachish would be a terrible sign to the people of Jerusalem 
because they would know that the last line of defence before the capital had been breached. 
The Assyrian king celebrated his victory over Lachish with some elaborate reliefs in his 
palace in Nineveh and which can now be seen in the British Museum.  

Perhaps because Hezekiah had been a leading opponent of the Assyrians his message  was 
not accepted and pressure switched dramatically on to Jerusalem. Close to the city wall the 
Assyrian delegates state their terms, impressively speaking in Hebrew. Hezekiah’s 
representatives, not wanting the general population to overhear what is going on, suggest 
that negotiations continue in Aramaic – the appropriate language of diplomacy. The crisis is 
very real and very close. 

The options were strictly limited. Hezekiah had already attempted to surrender and his offer 
of tribute had not been accepted. The enemy clearly wanted more. He could have tried to 
increase the tribute, perhaps even to the point of bankrupting the country for years to come. 
Alternatively he could take the Assyrians at their word, hand over the city, submit himself to 
whatever ignominy was to follow and hope that at least the ordinary people would be 
spared. 

What would be involved in such a surrender? It would mean exile for all the people as the 
king offered to have them ‘come out to me; then every one of you will eat from your own 
vine and your own fig tree, and drink water from your own cistern,  32 until I come and 

                                                 
13 (Iain Provan 2003) fn 85, p378 
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take you away to a land like your own land, a land of grain and wine, a land of bread and 
vineyards, a land of olive oil and honey, that you may live and not die. (2 Kings 18:31-32). 
Having seen how Naboth refused to sell even a single vineyard it is not difficult to see why it 
would be unacceptable to leave the land promised to them by God for the uncertain words 
of an enemy king. 

Moreover it would also mean accepting that Assyria was acting for God. The first speech of 
the Assyrians claimed: ‘is it without the LORD that I have come up against this place to 
destroy it? The LORD said to me, Go up against this land, and destroy it.’  (2 Kings 18:25)  It 
was bad enough, at the right time, to have to hear such things from their own prophets (See 
Isaiah 10), but it would be quite another to hear it at the wrong time and from the wrong 
people. 

In any case the Assyrians were not consistent about the sovereignty of Judah’s God:  

Do not listen to Hezekiah when he misleads you by saying, The LORD 
will deliver us.  33 Has any of the gods of the nations ever delivered its 
land out of the hand of the king of Assyria?  34 Where are the gods of 
Hamath and Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena, and 
Ivvah? Have they delivered Samaria out of my hand?  35 Who among all 
the gods of the countries have delivered their countries out of my hand, 
that the LORD should deliver Jerusalem out of my hand?'" (2 Kings 
18:32-35)  

Surrender on terms of exile, false words about God and allowing God to be considered just 
one more among the gods of the nations was too high a price. Hezekiah turned to the 
prophet Isaiah. ‘On the basis of the trust of the king and the blasphemy of the Assyrians, the 
king bids the prophet to pray,’14 

Isaiah brings them the assurance from God that they have been longing for: 'Thus says the 
LORD: Do not be afraid because of the words that you have heard, with which the servants 
of the king of Assyria have reviled me.  7 I myself will put a spirit in him, so that he shall 
hear a rumor and return to his own land; I will cause him to fall by the sword in his own 
land.'" (2 Kings 19:6-7) When Hezekiah is again threatened he goes to the Temple to pray, 

                                                 
14 (Bruggemann 2000) p506 
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spreading out the letter he has received before the Lord. This time Isaiah sends messages to 
the king with deeper and longer re-assurance. 

In the light of the specific assurances of Isaiah, the faithful prayer of the king and the in the 
face of Assyrian blasphemy the conclusion of the whole affair is dealt with remarkably 
briefly: ‘That very night the angel of the LORD set out and struck down one hundred 
eighty-five thousand in the camp of the Assyrians; when morning dawned, they were all 
dead bodies.’ (2 Kings 19:35) The Greek historian, Herodotus reported that a horde of field 
mice had invaded the Assyrian camp presumably spreading plague15. Lord Byron celebrated 
the victory in his poem The Destruction of Sennacherib. 

 

Questions 

How much faith and much hard politics do you see in Hezekiah’s behaviour? 

Which qualities of Hezekiah stand out in contrast to other kings of Judah? 

The remarkable deliverance of Jerusalem was celebrated in many psalms. Can you think of 
some of the positive and some of the negative aspects of this celebration? 

Why did God not protect Jerusalem in 587/6? 

Should Christians expect special protection? 

If Christians cannot expect special protection what’s the point of being a Christian?  

                                                 
15 (Iain Provan 2003) fn 94 p 379 (Histories 2.41) 
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Josiah 

2 Kings 22-23 2 Kings 22.8-20 

We will be concerned with the way in which the word of God is received as we consider the 
reign of Josiah. First we will look at the finding of the book of the law in the Temple and the 
impact this had on both the king and the country. Secondly we will look at the prophecy 
directed to Josiah and then, thirdly, we will consider the way in which Josiah’s cleansing of 
the land was said to be a fulfilment of prophecy.  

It is very helpful to be able to look at all three aspects of our topic together. Together they 
complement each other and help us avoid an emphasis on just one which might distort our 
understanding. 

Finding the book of the law 

Josiah ordered a refurbishment of the Temple. When Shaphan, the secretary, brought the 
news  to the High Priest he was informed that they had found ‘a book of the law’. Shaphan 
reads it and brings it to the king and reads it to the king. As Josiah hears the book he tears 
his clothes as a sign of deep repentance.  

It is worth comparing Josiah’s response to that of his son Jehoiakim who responds to the 
reading the scroll of Jeremiah’s prophecies by tearing off strips of the parchment and 
dropping them into the fire (Jer 36). Josiah takes seriously all that God has to say and looks 
for further help and advice: 

"Go, inquire of the LORD for me, for the people, and for all Judah, 
concerning the words of this book that has been found; for great is the 
wrath of the LORD that is kindled against us, because our ancestors did 
not obey the words of this book, to do according to all that is written 
concerning us." (2 Kings 22:13)    

This is very interesting. Josiah has the word of the Lord in this book which has been found, 
but his response is to look for a further word from the Lord. Clearly this is not a case of 
casting around until he finds something more favourable to listen to. Josiah is not trying to 
ignore this word of the Lord, but he is trying to engage with God and discover more about 
his will. Perhaps we could say that in the written word the conversation has been started. 
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The written word is authoritative because it is the word of God. But God’s authority in this 
word does not mean that the conversation is over: it is just beginning. 

Josiah’s question appears to be that given this is the word of God. What is God proposing to 
do. From what follows we gather that the word indicates that the land stands under 
judgement. Josiah wants to know what the judge is going to do. We might compare this 
with the story of the woman caught in adultery in John 8. The law is clear about the liability 
to punishment, the evidence has been secured, but the question remains about what the 
judge is going to say. Our reading of Scripture needs to be accompanied by prayer and by 
discussion – not so that we can evade God’s clear instructions, but so that we can faithfully 
respond today to the instruction that was written down much earlier.  

The Prophet Huldah responds to the king: 

Thus says the LORD, I will indeed bring disaster on this place and on its 
inhabitants-- all the words of the book that the king of Judah has read 
… 18 But as to the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the LORD, 
thus shall you say to him, Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: 
Regarding the words that you have heard,  19 because your heart was 
penitent, and you humbled yourself before the LORD … I also have 
heard you, says the LORD.  20 Therefore, I will gather you to your 
ancestors, and you shall be gathered to your grave in peace; your eyes 
shall not see all the disaster that I will bring on this place." (2 Kings 
22:16-20)   

But now watch Josiah’s response. His response is a further continuation of the conversation! 
He does not assume that this is God’s last word and sit back and wait for events to take their 
course. Instead he embarks on the most thorough-going reform of any of the kings of 
Judah! Had Josiah lived longer, and if the people had responded in a similarly heart-felt 
manner perhaps a further approach could have been made to God to ask for mercy. The 
specific reforms suggest that the book of the law which has been found was (part of) 
Deuteronomy. 

The word to Josiah 

We turn now to the word to Josiah himself. Josiah is promised:  
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I will gather you to your ancestors, and you shall be gathered to your 
grave in peace; your eyes shall not see all the disaster that I will bring on 
this place (2 Kings 22.20) 

As the account continues it becomes apparent that only half of this comes to pass. It is true 
that Josiah dies before he can see the disaster God brings on the nation, but he cannot be 
said to have been gathered to his grave ‘in peace’. He met a violent end at the hands of a 
foreign king: 

Pharaoh Neco king of Egypt went up to the king of Assyria to the river 
Euphrates. King Josiah went to meet him; but when Pharaoh Neco met 
him at Megiddo, he killed him. (2 Kings 23:29)   

How are we to understand this? To use the model adopted earlier, it would seem that the 
conversation was not ended when Huldah spoke. God was not promising Josiah indemnity 
for life whatever he did. Indeed it would have been very odd if he had and might have led to 
some very strange outcomes. When Josiah took himself off on a misguided adventure to 
meet the pharaoh he put himself in danger. 

Cleansing the land 

What though should we make of the third aspect of the topic in the life of Josiah. When 
Josiah embarks on the policy of cleansing the land he included Bethel in the program of 
reform: 

the altar at Bethel, the high place erected by Jeroboam son of Nebat, who 
caused Israel to sin-- he pulled down that altar along with the high 
place. He burned the high place, crushing it to dust; he also burned the 
sacred pole.  16 As Josiah turned, he saw the tombs there on the mount; 
and he sent and took the bones out of the tombs, and burned them on the 
altar, and defiled it, according to the word of the LORD that the man of 
God proclaimed, when Jeroboam stood by the altar at the festival; he 
turned and looked up at the tomb of the man of God who had predicted 
these things. (2 Kings 23:15-16)  

This relates back to 1 Kings 13.1-2: 
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While Jeroboam was standing by the altar to offer incense, a man of God 
came out of Judah by the word of the LORD to Bethel  2 and proclaimed 
against the altar by the word of the LORD, and said, "O altar, altar, thus 
says the LORD: 'A son shall be born to the house of David, Josiah by 
name; and he shall sacrifice on you the priests of the high places who 
offer incense on you, and human bones shall be burned on you.'" 

This time the prophecy seems to be given long in advance and to have been fulfilled without 
further discussion. Putting the different strands together it seems that Kings is teaching that 
the future is not all pre-determined, but that God is the key person whose ways will prevail. 

 

Questions 

How do we read Scripture? 

Does the idea of conversation damage the appreciation of the authority of Scripture? 

Why did the officials go to Huldah? How was she selected for this role? 

Are there prophets today? 

How did Josiah come to die? 

Was the destruction of Judah and Jerusalem inevitable? 
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Disaster – and a glimmer of hope? 

1 Kings 23.31-25.30  1 Kings 25.27-30 

The ending of the history involves a rapid set of changes before the nation and the city are 
finally completely over-run. Through this period they are pawns of foreign powers being 
first at the mercy of the Egyptians and then, as the balance of power swung round the other 
way, subject to the Babylonians. 

Josiah, as we saw, had been one of the great kings, but even he had not been able to set the 
land on the right course for the future. He was succeeded by one son who reigned very 
briefly. He was ‘confined’ by Pharaoh Neco, who appointed his older brother to the throne. 
The effective power of the pharaoh can be seen even in the changing of the king’s name! 

 Figure 5 Last kings of Judah 

In treacherous times, Jehoiakim managed to stay on the throne eleven years. Placed there by 
pharaoh he was pro-Egyptian until the Babylonians got too close. Then for three years he 
served Nebuchadnezzar, only to disastrously change sides once again. Something of the 
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difficulties can be glimpsed in the warfare between the local nations as they each tried to 
serve their imperial masters. Jehoiakim did however manage to ‘die in his own bed’ as it 
were. 

Jehoiakim was succeeded by his on Jehoiachin, but only for three months before Babylon 
stepped in. He was taken into exile and replaced by his uncle Mattaniah. This time the king 
of Babylon showed the extent of his power when he changed the king’s name to Zedekiah. 
Zedekiah made the mistake of rebelling against Babylon and suffered a terrible fate both 
personally and as king. The city was destroyed and he and his family were put to death. 

All of these kings are described as ‘doing evil in the sight of the LORD’. These are the kings 
whose reigns made the ministry of Jeremiah so very difficult as he saw so clearly the 
disaster that was advancing on the nation. 

In the introduction we saw the promise God gave to David:  

Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; 
your throne shall be established forever (2 Samuel 7:16) 

Robert Gordon  says that this ‘is rightly regarded as the ‘ideological summit’, not 
only in the Deuteronomistic History [Joshua – 2 Kings] but also in the Old 
Testament as a whole’16. At the end of 2 Kings there is a problem. If Judah has 
followed the fate of Israel and been effectively destroyed how is God going to 
keep his word? 

We passed over David’s dying charge to his son in which God’ promise is 
understood as conditional: 

"I am about to go the way of all the earth. Be strong, be courageous,  3 

and keep the charge of the LORD your God, walking in his ways and 
keeping his statutes, his commandments, his ordinances, and his 
testimonies, as it is written in the law of Moses, so that you may prosper 
in all that you do and wherever you turn.  4 Then the LORD will establish 
his word that he spoke concerning me: 'If your heirs take heed to their 
way, to walk before me in faithfulness with all their heart and with all 

                                                 
16 (Gordon 1986)p235 
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their soul, there shall not fail you a successor on the throne of Israel.'   (1 
Kings 2:2-4)   

Could it be that after the whole struggle of the relationship with his people, God is now 
going to give up and move on? Has God been faithful, but been rebuffed too often? Are 
there any possible signs of hope? 

There are a range of answers. Some simply accepted that the end had come. Others 
continued, but without the hope that had previously characterised their faith. Some felt that 
there must be something more and among these strands of messianic hope emerged. Even 
within the Old Testament there is a range of response that was seen as faithful to the Lord. It 
can come as a surprise to learn that ‘the books which make up the Old Testament are not 
obviously preoccupied with the messiah’17 

At various points through our studies we have remembered that Kings would have been put 
into something like its final form during the exile. It must have been after the last events 
that are recorded. And very likely not too long after these events because if there had been 
more to say it is likely that the history would have been continued. 

The final paragraphs have been subject to much discussion: 

In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of King Jehoiachin of Judah, in the 
twelfth month, on the twenty-seventh day of the month, King Evil-
merodach of Babylon, in the year that he began to reign, released King 
Jehoiachin of Judah from prison;  28 he spoke kindly to him, and gave 
him a seat above the other seats of the kings who were with him in 
Babylon.  29 So Jehoiachin put aside his prison clothes. Every day of his 
life he dined regularly in the king's presence.  30 For his allowance, a 
regular allowance was given him by the king, a portion every day, as 
long as he lived. (2 Kings 25:27-30)   

Jehoiachin had been the last but one king. When he had been taken into exile his uncle 
Zedekiah reigned briefly. The exile has already lasted some time when this act of mercy is 
shown to the king. He is spoken to kindly, he is given status among the various kings in 

                                                 
17 (Block 2003) p21 



 
48 

 

exile, he is allowed to dress differently and given an allowance. Being invited to dine daily 
with the king could either be a further sign of grace or be rather like being invited to 
present oneself each day at the police station so that they could know your whereabouts. 

The question is, what does all this mean? Is it simply a report about what happened? Is it a 
sign of good things to come? Or could it be simply a final statement about the king’s 
dependence on a foreign power? Does the history from Joshua to 2 Kings end on a high 
note or a low one? 

It is not easy to choose between these options. With respect to the first question it should be 
remembered that history is never simply about what happened, it is always also an account 
of significant happenings. Moving on we can see that if this is a sign of good things to come, 
it is a very limited sign. On the other hand  it is difficult to see it as entirely negative. We 
may need to read and re-read to make up our own minds about the deeper relevance of the 
passage, and whatever we decide there will be a number of scholars who will offer good 
evidence for thinking that way. This is not however supposed to be a council of despair, but 
rather an invitation to keep on exploring, thinking and considering the evidence of the 
history of God’s chosen people. 

Questions 

How did the rapidly moving events affect the mothers of these kings? 

Might things have turned our differently if just one of these kings had done what was right 
in the eyes of the LORD? 

Do you see the ending of 2 Kings as positive or negative? 

What hope does remain after exile? 

Some people suggest that thinking of the Christian church today as in exile – following a 
long period when the church was very influential in society – do you find such ideas 
helpful? 

Which powers and authorities have influence/power over us? 
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