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The unfolding of your words gives light
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The Book of Kings for Christian Readers


This is a commentary for Christians who want to read, understand and teach the book of Kings better. In my own experience, many will happily admit that they need a little help with it, and there are several good reasons for this. It is not often cited by the New Testament. And, with few exceptions, passages from Kings rarely feature in works on Christian doctrine and worship. The book lacks the great messianic promises of Samuel and the prophets like Isaiah. All of this means that it can be difficult to see how the book relates to the Christian faith. 


Many who grew up in Christian homes will have encountered the stories from the book in their Sunday Schools and children’s Bibles. Kings is great fodder for inspirational and instructional stories about rulers and prophets. And this is how many people preach Kings as well. There are wonderful moments when God steps in and saves his people, like sending Elijah to Mount Carmel. Or when faith is shown in the face of insurmountable odds, like Hezekiah’s stand against the Assyrians. 


But reading Kings better is going to mean moving beyond approaching the book as a compilation of inspiring but unrelated stories. For a start, much of it is not motivational at all. The general trend is from splendour to disaster. For example, reading the stories about Solomon as a high point of God’s rich blessing means ignoring the way they work in the logic of the overall book that ends with the destruction of the kingdom he built. It also means ignoring the way that Jesus himself draws on Solomon’s splendour not as an example of blessing, but as an example of something unenviable and underwhelming (Matthew 6:29; 12:42). 


Other Christians will use Kings to provide the historical backstory that stands behind the prophets. It is true that Kings is a historical narrative, and there is much in it that has now been archaeologically verified. From Ahab onwards (1 Kings 16), many of the kings are mentioned in sources external to the Bible. We can still go and walk through the tunnel Hezekiah dug to bring water inside the walls of Jerusalem, or inspect the remains of those same city walls that were torn down a century later by the Babylonian armies. And so we take these historical relics as a sign of the truthfulness of Scripture and find encouragement at the way God works in history. 


But, even though it is encouraging to know that God really engages our world, reading the book this way can also miss the point. It matters that these events happened, but what also matters is the way we are told about them. When we say that Kings is a historical narrative, we mean that it is history recalled and recounted for a reason. It doesn’t present bare historical facts as if recorded on video as they happened. Rather, it remembers and tells ancient stories for a reason that made sense to its original readers who lived centuries after those things happened. That doesn’t make them less historical. But it does mean we will read the history better when we understand the purpose of telling it. As Christians, we believe that we must pay attention not only to what God is saying, but also to the way he has said it.


Preachers often find Kings frustrating because it can be difficult to relate to a Jesus-centred faith. We already noted that the New Testament uses Kings infrequently, and that there are only occasional glimpses of messianic hope in the book. There are actually no explicit messianic prophecies, which is surprising when we consider the role the prophet Isaiah plays in the narrative (2 Kings 18–20). He arrives on the scene, historically speaking, at precisely the moment that gave rise to the messianic hope of Isaiah 9 and 11. And there are only a few kings good enough to be easily read as a model or shadow of the greater king to come. This has been an approach that has made Samuel a popular choice for preachers, but it is more difficult in Kings, where most of the characters are anti-heroes. 


We shall need to resist all of these instincts. As anti-intuitive as it sounds, the stories in Kings are not intended to inspire us to be better Christians. Neither is it a series of stories about kings who didn’t live up to what Jesus will one day be, nor prophets who point to him. Surprisingly, the book of Kings is not actually about the kings at all. Or at least not much. 


The book of Kings is about a kingdom rather than kings. This is because it is about a promise that God made, first to Abraham and then to David. Although this kingdom is never completely realised in the book, neither is the promise ever broken. In the end, the book shows God’s ability to do what he says, in spite of the recalcitrance of his own people. It is about the faithfulness of the God of history to fulfil his promises.


The story of this kingdom is itself part of a much bigger story about how God intends to redeem the world that he created through his son Jesus Christ. Reading the book of Kings as a Christian will mean understanding it on its own terms first, but then in relation to its place in this wider biblical narrative. This doesn’t mean reading Jesus into all the nooks and crannies of the book, as if every story and character is somehow a figure of what he will or will not be. The church in previous eras has sometimes tended to read it this way. But it does mean reading the book knowing how the bigger story ends. Not the end of the book, which is a dismally spectacular failure. But the end of history, when the kingdoms of this world have become the kingdom of our God, and of his messiah, Jesus. 


Some notes on the scholarship of this book are warranted before we begin. Since the Hodder Bible Commentary series is primarily written for pastors and ordinary Christians, I have tried to make my arguments and referencing as useful as possible for such readers. Wherever I could, I have limited my citations to those books and commentaries that I think most readers will have available. (This has been a challenge for a book like Kings!) But it has meant that, generally, I have avoided citing journals or more technical literature. I have also often avoided the more scholarly questions and debates in favour of dealing with questions that ordinary Christians tend to ask. I have tried to explain the story, but also to explore lines of theological interpretation that move beyond what the book meant to its original audience. That is, I read it on its own terms, but as part of Christian Scripture. It is a reading for the church.


It is possible that this decision may frustrate some readers, who would like a more robust engagement with the enormous amount of scholarship available on the book and a more persistent focus on the original meaning. For such readers, everything I write in this commentary is based on a monograph I published in 2021, The Book of Kings and Exilic Identity.1 This work outlines and defends in scholarly terms my overall approach to the book, including the way I understand its structure and original purpose. It also deals with many of the exegetical decisions that I make along the way, engaging both the scholarship and the Hebrew text. Throughout this commentary, I refer readers to this work where more detailed or technical argument is necessary. A robust bibliography on nearly any part of Kings can also be found there.2 


Another goal of the Hodder Bible Commentary series is to engage with both the reception history of the book by the church, and the way majority-world scholars today are reading the material. I admit both of these goals have also proven to be challenging when dealing with Kings. I suspect this is because Christians of every age and place have encountered many of the same problems when reading the book as those we outlined above. Kings is no more frequently cited by the reformers or the church fathers than it is in the New Testament. And on those occasions when it has been used, very often the church has employed allegorical or moralistic readings that I think are best avoided. Gladly, I have also been surprised to find on occasion that I share my own reading of the text with Christians of bygone times whose minds were much greater than my own.


Neither is the book of Kings well researched in the modern majority world, though I was happy to locate a few resources from both Africa and Asia that I have found instructive to engage. There are more on the way, I am told. I say this as someone who has taught the book in Africa for the last decade. So while I can do nothing about the reception history of the book, I hope that my labours both in this commentary and in my classroom, as well as my deficiencies in answering questions from contexts I don’t know well enough, will encourage a new generation of scholarship from outside the western world. The global church is most richly blessed when we all read God’s word together.
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The Story and Structure of Kings


There is only one book of Kings. The division of the book into two parts is a byproduct of a practical limit in ancient scroll length.1 The book recounts four centuries of ancient Israelite history, from the closing years of David’s rule in approximately 970 BC until Jehoiachin’s release in the middle of the Babylonian exile of Judah in approximately 560 BC.


1. Outer and Inner Kings


On the surface, the book is structured by the reigns of the kings. As history progresses, each ruler of Israel and Judah is alternatively introduced by a formula that gives some details of their reign. We call these accession formulae. Each king’s death is noted with another formula. We will cover the details of these formulae and the way they alternate below. Then, with only two exceptions,2 every story in the book is told as part of the rule of a king. The outcome of this structure is a series of narratives that moves through the history in a roughly linear way. The story alternates as it goes between Northern and Southern Kingdoms. 


Typically, interpreters focus on these sub-narratives. It is possible to ask questions of each about the historicity of the account, the sources that may have been used, the theology or ideology and its narrative art. Sermon series on Kings tend to approach the book this way as well, progressing narrative by narrative, king by king. This yields what writers on the New Testament Gospels call the ‘pearls-on-a-string’ approach to biblical narratives. Each pearl is examined for its value and beauty before turning attention to the next. But, even though they contain many of the same pearls, Matthew is not Luke. And to understand each one’s unique value, you have to look at the whole string. 


Kings is like that too. Aside from the value of each pearl, we must ask two other important questions. First, why have these pearls, and not others, been selected? We know that the author of Kings had at his or her disposal archival material from Israel’s history.3 It must have contained much more than ended up in the book (see chapter 3, ‘The Author and Original Readers of Kings’). And, second, why have they been arranged the way they have? What relates each pearl to its neighbours and to the whole string? 


On the first question, the author of Kings has not produced a historically even selection of material.4 Solomon ruled Israel for forty years (1 Kings 11:42), and his account spans nine chapters (1 Kings 3–11). Manasseh’s reign was fifty-five years (2 Kings 21:1), and yet his rule is recounted in just eighteen verses. Nor is Kings compiled to showcase Israel’s greatest achievements. Historically speaking, Omri stands as one of the most significant kings in Israel’s history. He stabilises the North against both internal upheaval and external threats, founds a new capital city, embarks on monumental building projects and is remembered across the ancient world as the progenitor of the Northern Kingdom (see commentary on 1 Kings 16:23–8). But most of his accomplishments are left to the footnotes: ‘As for the other events of Omri’s reign, what he did and the things he achieved, are they not written in the book of the annals of the kings of Israel?’ (1 Kings 16:27). Omri’s twelve-year reign is given just six verses. Clearly, the author of the book was less interested in telling his story than some of the other, less historically significant kings.


When we ask what stories the author of Kings was interested in telling, we notice that the book divides into three focal periods. For reasons that will become clear below, I will call the outside two sections Outer Kings and the middle section Inner Kings. First, significant time is spent on Solomon and the division of the kingdom that follows him. Second, the middle section of the book is devoted to Ahab’s dynasty and the way the prophets Elijah and Elisha operated in that era. And third, the closing section of Kings recounts the imperial era that saw the rise of Assyria and Babylon and the end of the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Each of these detailed sections covers a similar period of time, where the narrative moves at a leisurely pace as the lives of kings and prophets unfold.


But in between are several chapters that summarise the intervening rulers. In these transition sections, the years pass by quickly and we learn little about the details of these rulers’ lives. These transitions also explore a similar period to the major sections, but have only two or three chapters in which to do it. The kings in these eras were no less historically important than those of other times. But the book of Kings does not focus our attention on them.


We can map the historical sequence of kings to the amount of narrative space as laid out in Figure 1. The history is charted on the left, while the chapters of the book are mapped in the middle column.


Figure 1 reveals the stories that the author of the book was interested in telling – they show which pearls have been selected to be placed on the string. But they don’t yet explain to us why. To answer this second question, we need to notice that the overall narrative of the book is not carried by the sequence of dynasties and kings. It is rather held together by the divine word. This will help us to understand what the string is that connects all of the pearls together.


There are many oracles given throughout Kings. These usually come through prophets but sometimes from God himself. Invariably, with no exceptions, these are fulfilled within the book.5 Some prophecies given in other parts of the Bible are also fulfilled in Kings. In the Figure 1, prophetic announcements are linked to their fulfilment by the arcs on the right. This is not the case in every book in the Old Testament; it is a part of the way the author of Kings has put the book together. 


There are two implications of this. The first is theological. God’s word, and not the power of kings, drives history forward (see chapter 5, section 2, ‘God and history’). Kings, dynasties and empires come and go. But God’s word remains, and will achieve the purpose for which he sent it (Isaiah 55:11).


The second implication is structural. The prophecies and fulfilments, by their placement and by the expectations they generate, divide the book into the same three major sections as we noted above, and this can be seen in the diagram above as well. The prophecies given in Outer Kings are fulfilled in Outer Kings. Some are fulfilled almost immediately. Some take longer. Others are given in the opening of Outer Kings, remain in suspense through the middle part of the book and then are fulfilled at the end. But no prophecies given in Outer Kings are fulfilled in Inner Kings. Likewise, the middle part of the book is self-contained. Prophecies given in Inner Kings are all fulfilled by the time the book transitions back into Outer Kings. 




[image: A table showing the sequence of rulers alongside the structure of the Book of Kings.]

Figure 1: The historical sequence of rulers and the structure of Kings


Description





Once we notice that every prophecy in Kings will be fulfilled, we begin to read the book expecting them to happen. And, because they create expectations, the prophecies generate narratives that hold the different parts of the book together. As readers, we embark on a quest waiting for their fulfilment. Tension mounts as the chapters pass, and circumstances make fulfilment seem increasingly unlikely. But we find closure when they reach fulfilment. This holds the pearls on the string. 


There are, actually, two strings. Inner Kings works on its own as a coherent story. It is self-contained because all the prophecies are fulfilled by the time it is over. The two parts of Outer Kings work together as a single narrative, since the stories that begin with the prophecies to Solomon and Jeroboam only conclude in the imperial era. 


This structure is called, in literary terms, an intercalation. In the study of the Gospels, it is sometimes called a Markean sandwich. In Mark 5, Jairus comes to Jesus to plead for his daughter (verses 21–24). Jesus is on the way to help when a woman touches him and is healed. Jairus and his daughter are forgotten temporarily (verses 25–34). The narrative then returns and concludes the first story (verses 35–43). 


The purpose of this structure is so that the entwined stories will be interpreted together. Outer Kings is a story about the faithfulness of God in building the kingdom he promised to David, especially considering his own people’s failure to live up to their end of the bargain. Inner Kings is a story about the way this kingdom unravels under a wicked king, and how God gathers, protects, judges, restores and saves. We will come back to these two strings below, but first we should take a closer look at the formulae that mark the reigns of the kings.


2. The regnal formula


As the narrative of Kings progresses, each new king is typically introduced with a formulaic opening statement. Several stories may then be recounted concerning events that occurred during the king’s lifetime. Eventually, he departs with another formulaic notice of his death. 


These formulae are not absolutely consistent throughout. Solomon, Jeroboam I and Jehu do not have an accession formula. Closing formulae are missing for Hoshea, Jehoiachin and Zedekiah. Athaliah, who is regarded as illegitimate, receives neither. Nor are the contents of the formula entirely consistent for every king. Nevertheless, the following patterns are easily noted. The opening formulae contain:


•   the year of accession, dated by the regnal year of the king of the opposite kingdom (Israel or Judah);6


•   the king’s age at accession (Judean kings only);


•   the length of the king’s reign;


•   the king’s mother’s name (Judean kings only);


•   a summary verdict on the rule of the king; and


•   a note on whether the shrines were removed (Judean kings only).7


Since these formulae are voiced by the narrator, they are typically thought to originate with the author of the book. And because each formula contains the verdict on the king’s rule, the formulae have been well studied as an indicator of the theology of the author (see chapter 3, ‘The Author and Original Readers of Kings’). 


The verdict of northern kings is nearly always identical – the kings ‘did evil in the eyes of the LORD’ and followed ‘the ways of Jeroboam son of Nebat’, ‘who caused Israel to sin’ (1 Kings 15:34; 16:26; 22:52; see commentary on 1 Kings 12:25–33). In addition, Ahab sinned more ‘than of those before him’ (1 Kings 16:30). Curiously, the only exception is the final northern king, Hoshea, who sins but ‘not like the kings of Israel that preceded him’ (2 Kings 17:2; see commentary on 2 Kings 17:1–6). 


The southern kings fared better. Kings who ‘did what was right in the eyes of the LORD’ either followed in the way of their father (if they also did right) or of David (if not).8 But, until Hezekiah, even righteous kings didn’t remove the shrines. Joram and Ahaziah are compared to Ahab because the two kingdoms were united by marriage in Inner Kings. This verdict is also applied to Ahaz. Rehoboam’s and Manasseh’s sin is compared to the nations that God drove out of Israel before them (1 Kings 14:24; 2 Kings 21:2).


The closing regnal formulae contain:


•   a note on where the rest of the acts of the king can be read; 


•   a death notice: that the king ‘rested with his ancestors’; 


•   a note where the king was buried (usually in the city of David for Judean kings);


•   the length of the king’s reign if the opening formula was missing; and


•   a statement of succession.


Since the book covers the history of two kingdoms, it requires a way to coordinate them. It progresses by focusing on one at a time. As we noted above, nearly every story in Kings is recounted within the rule of a single king, between his opening and closing formulae. These regnal brackets do not overlap. When a king dies, the narrative will switch to the other kingdom if a new king has arisen there in the meantime. If not, it will continue in the current kingdom. This means that, occasionally, a king to whom we have not been introduced will appear in the narrative because they have begun their rule in the opposite kingdom already. Jehoshaphat, for example, appears as part of Ahab’s story in 1 Kings 22:1–9 before he is introduced formally in 1 Kings 22:41–50. 


The result is that some of the book focuses on the Southern Kingdom and some on the Northern. These focal points are different in Inner and Outer Kings.9 In Outer Kings, after Solomon and until the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, the narrative alternates roughly evenly between the two, devoting the same amount of attention to each. But in Inner Kings, vastly more narrative space is devoted to the North than to the South. Combined, the southern kings, Jehoshaphat, Joram and Joash, make up less than 10 per cent of the total Inner Kings narrative.


3. The story of Outer Kings


Outer Kings explores God’s promise to David for an eternal kingdom (2 Samuel 7:1–17) in relation to his warnings through Moses that, should Israel sin, they will be removed from their land (Deuteronomy 4:25–31).10 


The story opens with a frail and ageing David and the question of succession. At first, it looks like Adonijah may take the throne. But he is outwitted by Bathsheba and the prophet Nathan, who arrange for the accession of Solomon. David’s last words charge Solomon to be careful to keep the Mosaic covenant and also to consolidate his kingdom, dealing wisely with his various enemies and rivals. Solomon does this by a combination of assassination and exile. 


Everything in this opening forces us to re-evaluate what sort of history this will be, and what sort of kingdom God is building. Unlike so many national histories, this is not written to glorify Israel’s heroes or inspire people with the grandeur of golden ages past. We find Israel’s greatest king, David, frail and old. He is manipulated. And the earliest displays of Solomon’s wisdom result in a political bloodbath. This is the politics of the real world, not some whitewashed political propaganda. And yet God’s purposes prevail despite, and through, the realpolitik. This won’t be a story about the capability of human rulers. It will be about the faithfulness of God.


Solomon is famously granted divine wisdom from God to rule wisely. He builds a spectacular and powerful kingdom. It is wealthy beyond measure and famous around the world. He can impose his will on the nations around him. And he brings many of their princesses into his palace as brides and concubines, beginning with the daughter of Pharaoh. Solomon is glorious. Perhaps this is what the kingdom God promised to his father is supposed to be like? 


His crowning achievement is the Temple. Solomon constructs a monumental place for God to dwell, covered in gold and ornately decorated, as befitting the presence of God – or is it? That God would take up residence among his people Israel harkens back to the garden where he once dwelled with the man and woman. The Temple embodies a promise that this purpose has not been lost. But it also looks forward to another exile, because by the end of the book it will not still be standing. God warns Solomon of precisely this.


In fact, Solomon’s entire kingdom will not stand. It will not be because Solomon stopped being wise and started sinning. It will be because he uses his wisdom to build a kingdom that does not look like the kingdom that God promised to David. Solomon’s extraordinary wisdom does not lead to obedience to the covenant. And so he fails the charge of his father. And the seeds of this failure are sown throughout his reign. The same wisdom that makes him extraordinary also causes him to fail. Solomon’s glory is not God’s.


After Solomon’s death, his kingdom divides into two. The larger part in the North, keeping the name Israel, passes to one of Solomon’s servants, Jeroboam. Judah alone remains faithful to the house of David. Although promised a kingdom like David’s if he will be faithful, Jeroboam quickly turns away from the covenant. He constructs an alternative way of worshipping God: two golden calves. He sins by breaking the Second Commandment and causes all Israel to sin by following in his ways. So God sends a verdict through a prophet: this kingdom is now destined to be destroyed. He also says that, one day, a Davidic king named Josiah will come and put an end to this apostate worship. 


With some notable exceptions, the kings that follow in both kingdoms fail to keep the covenant. Jeroboam’s dynasty is short-lived. Although Baasha’s reign is stable, after him comes a tumult of regicide. Elah is killed by Zimri. And Zimri is killed by Omri. The Southern Kingdom is politically more stable. Solomon is followed by Rehoboam, then Abijam and Asa, all Davidic. Even though only Asa does what is right, we are told that God will not judge this dynasty because he is being faithful to the promise that he made to David. 


It is at this point that the book transitions to Inner Kings, a separate story. As it does, we have several unfulfilled expectations. We wonder what will become of the Southern Kingdom, given God’s promise to destroy them and the Temple if Solomon or his descendants should sin. We wonder what will become of the Northern Kingdom, given the promise to Jeroboam that it will be destroyed as well. And we have seen no hint of a Davidic king named Josiah to undo Jeroboam’s worship. But, more critically, we wonder how God might be faithful to the promises that he made to David for an eternal kingdom. It is difficult to see how God might yet do what he promised. 


By the time we return to this story, Inner Kings has given us some important hints of how all of this might come to pass. We have seen God work through a remnant to preserve the Northern Kingdom through his own judgment. We have seen the people of the North, who have no access to David and the Temple but who turn to God, find blessing and hope amid an apostate kingdom. And God has done this through his prophets, who embody his presence outside the Temple. And so we know already that the exile will not be the end of God’s people.


This is important, because God does what he promised. He raises Assyria and brings them against his own people in judgment. One by one, the northern kings either oppose Assyria or look to it for help. But in either case, they don’t turn to God. The Northern Kingdom is first subjugated, then finally destroyed. The Southern Kingdom, too, looks to Assyria for help rather than God, and in doing so is subjugated and oppressed. Empires don’t make good gods. But, despite a very close call, Judah is preserved through the Assyrian onslaught. 


The king at this moment is Hezekiah. He is remembered as the most faithful of kings, in the same way that Solomon was the wisest. Hezekiah demonstrates that God’s kingdom is not about the gold and glory of Solomon’s era. It comprises those who will trust that God will do what he has promised, even when the Assyrian multitudes reach the gates of Jerusalem. Judah may have been ravaged, but God has preserved Jerusalem in faithfulness to his promise to David. 


Even so, a short incident involving some messengers from Babylon occasions a prophecy from Isaiah, and a reminder to us that Solomon’s kingdom still stands under judgment. This victory cannot mark the beginning of the eternal kingdom promised to David, because God must still bring judgment. This most faithful of kings is followed by Manasseh, who is given the worst evaluation in the book. Not one positive thing is said of Manasseh. Here, finally, God decides that Judah’s time has also come. Assyria’s successor, Babylon, will destroy Judah.


There is still a surprise left on the way. We finally meet Josiah, the Davidic king we have long expected to return to the North and destroys Jeroboam’s false worship. It turns out that even though the Northern Kingdom was destroyed, the worship at the calves was not. Josiah is the third incomparable king in the book. Solomon is wise. Hezekiah is faithful. Josiah repents and turns to God better than any that came before or will come after. In a dramatic contrast to Manasseh, not one bad thing is recorded of Josiah. He keeps the covenant better than anyone else. 


The problem is that repentance is what you do after you break the covenant, and so it doesn’t undo the promise of judgment. In the most anti-climactic moment in the book, Josiah returns to the North, destroys Jeroboam’s shrines and begin to reunite and reform the kingdoms. It looks for a moment like this most obedient king will finally inaugurate God’s kingdom and undo the destruction that has occurred. But he is met, surprisingly, by the Egyptian army and dies an untimely death. His reign is followed by a period of decline that ends when the Babylonian armies sack Jerusalem. The Temple is torn down. And the book ends in destruction.


Almost. There just happens to be, languishing away in a Babylonian prison, one last Davidic heir. And because Jehoiachin survives, and because there is a remnant in Babylon, the book ends with the hope that God might yet do everything he promised. He might gather the exiles and return them to the land (Deuteronomy 4:30–31). He might yet restore the throne of David. He might? No. He will. Every promise God made happens in Kings. It is a story about the faithfulness of God, even through the faithlessness of his own people.


4. The story of Inner Kings


Inner Kings is a self-contained narrative, nestled between the two halves of the larger story of Kings. It is self-contained, but not independent. Inner Kings tells the story of the Northern Kingdom during Omri’s dynasty. Omri’s son, Ahab, builds an apostate kingdom, where worship of God brings persecution. The story is about God’s judgment on this kingdom, and about the remnant preserved through the ministry of the prophets Elijah and Elisha. In telling this story, the book shows the original readers, living in Babylonian exile, that it is still possible to be God’s people even with no Davidic king and no access to the Temple.11 


The story opens with Ahab, who has married the Phoenician queen Jezebel. We are also introduced to the god Baal. It appears that Jezebel has brought him with her. But, not content to add one more god to the pantheon, she and her husband set out on a programme to exterminate the worship of God from Israel entirely. God announces a drought through his prophet Elijah, who promptly departs Israel and heads to Jezebel’s homeland. It is not to escape the drought, for the widow he finds in Zarephath is also suffering. But, while Baal, the storm god, proves incapable of ending the drought either in his own territory or in Israel, Elijah brings provision to the poorest people in Baal’s homeland. Not just provision; Elijah brings life. He raises the dead.


Eventually, Elijah is sent back to Israel to confront Ahab. He sets up a showdown on Mount Carmel between himself and the prophets of Baal. They agree to build an altar to each god and call down fire from heaven. The god who answers by fire is God. The prophets of Baal, much to Elijah’s jeering amusement, have no success. But at Elijah’s word, fire descends and consumes the altar along with the offering. For a moment, it looks like it might work. The drought is broken. The people acknowledge, ‘The LORD – he is God’ (1 Kings 18:39). And Elijah leads Ahab in a triumphal procession. 


Then Jezebel gets the news. Elijah, fearing for his life, flees. He goes back to Mount Horeb, which is known also as Mount Sinai, where God met Moses. In despair, he asks to begin again. God could just destroy his people and start over. But, unlike with Moses, this time God is not in the fire, the earthquake or the wind. This time, God will work in an understated, quiet way. He is in the sound of a whisper – silence. 


Elijah is told to go back and anoint the Aramean king, Hazael; a new Israelite king, Jehu; and a successor for himself, Elisha. God intends to judge Ahab’s kingdom through the ministry of these men. Elijah called Israel to repentance. Elisha will prepare them for judgment. But God will also preserve a remnant who have not bowed the knee to Baal. And to these, God will bring life and hope.


Elisha’s ministry begins, but there is no sign of Hazael or Jehu. It will be some time before we meet them. Meanwhile, Elisha goes about serving the remnant of God’s people. Everywhere he turns, life breaks out. Like Elijah, he brings supply to a widow at the point of death. The barren become fertile. The hungry are fed. The debtors are released. Like Elijah, he raises the dead. Before Elisha, the powerful find new life when they are humbled like children. And kings are thwarted when enemies are brought to table fellowship. 


Elisha brings life within Israel, but not to Israel. The kingdom itself continues in the way Ahab and Jezebel started. And now, not only the Northern Kingdom. The southern king, Joram, marries Athaliah, who is Ahab’s and Jezebel’s daughter. When Joram has children, his crown prince, Ahaziah, is both a descendant of David and of the line of Ahab. What will happen now to David’s throne, when God has promised to end Ahab’s dynasty? 


Eventually we meet Hazael and Jehu, who do what God promised. Jehu is an Israelite general who leads a very successful coup. He kills both the Israelite king, Joram, and the Judean king, Ahaziah. He slaughters Jezebel and all the Omridic descendants. And he takes the throne for himself. But this leaves Judah without a reigning king.


Athaliah responds by slaughtering all of her own children – heirs to the Davidic throne – and taking power in Judah for herself. For seven years, it seems like there is no longer a son of David, which would mean that God’s promise had failed. But unbeknown to her, one of her husband’s sons is hidden in the Temple. When the time is ripe, a coup is organised, Athaliah is deposed and a son of David returns to the Southern throne. 


The story of Inner Kings concludes with the kingdoms of Israel and Judah overcoming the Aramean threat begun by Hazael, and with the death of Elisha. Judah and Israel return to war, as they were when Inner Kings began, and we come full circle, ready to return to the story of Outer Kings. 


The purpose of Inner Kings is to show that hope remains for those who are reading this book in exile. Outer Kings concludes, after all, with utter desolation. The Temple is destroyed. The king is killed. The people are exiled from the land. But in Inner Kings we see God work for the good of a remnant, bringing life, provision, hope and joy, even in the context of Ahab’s doomed kingdom. The exiles, who read Kings first, had much more in common with the widows and debtors of the Northern Kingdom than they did with the courtiers in Solomon’s palace. 


At the end of Inner Kings, a corpse is by chance thrown into the grave of Elisha. It touches his bones and is raised back to life. And in this strange living parable, we see the story of the remnant of Israel, who lies cast off, dead in exile. Their hope, too, is that God would be faithful to the promises he gave to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The hope of Kings is that the God of life can raise the dead.









On the left, a table lists various rulers of Judah and Israel, spanning from the 10th century to the 6th century BCE. Connected to this is a second table on the right, which presents the structure of Kings. This table is divided into four sections: Outer Kings, Transition, Inner Kings, Transition, and Outer Kings. The right column of this table lists several verse numbers, with some verses linked by lines drawn outside the table. Four external labels also connect certain verses to 1 & 2 Samuel, the Book of Joshua, and an unspecified prophecy from Jonah, son of Amittai
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The Author and Original Readers of Kings


It will be clear from the previous chapter that I believe the book of Kings was originally written to serve an exilic audience. It was finally compiled sometime around 560 BC, after the exiled king Jehoiachin was released from Babylonian prison. And it functioned as a national history, written for the people of a destroyed nation, to give them a sense of continued identity and hope for the future.


1. Authorship and origin


The book of Kings was not written from scratch. It is a carefully researched and compiled collection of material – some of it original to the author and some of it copied from sources. In fact, since the book was not compiled until several centuries after most of the events in it happened, it must be reliant on its sources. Some of these are recorded in the book itself. Kings refers to the ‘book of the annals of Solomon’ (1 Kings 11:41), the ‘book of the annals of the kings of Israel’ (1 Kings 14:19) and the ‘book of the annals of the kings of Judah’ (1 Kings 14:29). The early Greek translation of Kings, also known as the LXX, refers to the ‘Book of the Song’ (3 Kingdoms 8:13). There was probably other material besides these. The administrative lists of districts and taxes in 1 Kings 4 look very much like court records. And it is likely that the Elijah and Elisha material circulated separately from the book of Kings at some stage. Scholars have proposed other possible source materials and we know that still, at the time of the Chronicler, there were many records that never came to be included in our Bibles (for example, 1 Chronicles 29:29; 2 Chronicles 9:29; 12:15; 13:22). 


Writing in the early twentieth century, Martin Noth proposed that the book was the result of an anonymous editor, or redactor, working in the context of the Babylonian exile. He called this person the Deuteronomist (Dtr). This is the normal way scholars still talk about the author of the book, even though there are now many versions of this theory.1 Dtr was, Noth claimed, responsible for the compilation of the entire history from Deuteronomy onwards, including Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings. His purpose was to apply the theology of Deuteronomy to the history of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. So this history became known as the Deuteronomistic History (DtrH). 


According to Noth, Dtr drew on the various source materials to compile the history and then glued it together with compositions of his own invention. These were, particularly, the regnal formulae that are voiced by the narrator and the speeches made by various characters in the narrative. The regnal formulae reveal the agenda of Dtr by evaluating every king by his adherence to, particularly, the centralisation of worship law found in Deuteronomy 12. That kings fail to remove the shrines indicates their failure to live up to the covenant. Kings who build or repair the Temple are evaluated positively, as are those who reform worship to the pattern of Deuteronomy. Kings who do neither of those things are condemned. When characters in the narrative are given monologues, these speeches, too, claimed Noth, reveal the same ideology and theology. 


The strongest piece of evidence for this is that the language of the characters, in Hebrew, is distinctive of Deuteronomy (see commentary on 1 Kings 2:1–4). But these speeches, Noth claimed, also carry the same ideology and theology as the book of Deuteronomy. They look backward to the covenant and forward to the exile, and they explore Israel’s history through that theological lens. Thus, Noth claimed, the purpose of DtrH was to explain the exile as a function of the inability of Israel’s kings to keep the covenant. In the century that has passed since Noth, scholars have modified this understanding in various ways.2


This whole way of thinking about the authorship of the book is sometimes regarded with suspicion by evangelical and conservative scholars because of the accompanying claim that some of the material was invented from scratch by the various Dtr(s). Since the material came later, perhaps it is also entirely fictitious or only loosely based on historical facts. For those who hold to the divine inspiration of Scripture, such a position is impossible. But we should make several observations before we dismiss everything out of hand.


First, the drive to understand who compiled the book and in what circumstances is evangelical. Christians who hold to divine inspiration believe that what God intends the text to mean is closely related to what the human author intends the text to mean. While, in the fullness of time, we may understand earlier texts differently, our newer understanding will not override or undo the intention of the original author. It will enrich it. So studying the original meaning of the book of Kings is part of the quest for the divine meaning as well. This includes who wrote it and when, what sources they used, what they focused on and omitted, who they were writing for and what message they originally intended.3


Second, we need not fear the idea that Kings borrows from pre-existing source material. So did the Gospel of Luke (Luke 1:1–4). Neither need we worry if there was an edition of the book of Kings that predates the one that came to be included in our Bible. If there was a version of the Deuteronomistic history at Josiah’s time, then that would not undermine the divine authority of Kings as Scripture. It would be the final form of the book that we should regard as God’s word to us. Earlier versions would be treated as source material that the later editor used.


Third, Christians are often tempted to attach the authority of the biblical books to the author of the material. For example, for many Christians, the book of Romans is Scripture precisely because it was written by the apostle Paul who was divinely set apart for the task. Scriptural authority is linked, sometimes, to the apostolic or prophetic office of the author.4 This will not work with much of the Old Testament, which is formally anonymous. We don’t know who wrote Kings, or even how many people were involved in its composition. We don’t know who wrote the sources they used. In fact, we can be certain of very little of the process by which the book comes to us. But we do know that Jesus and the New Testament authors regarded the book of Kings as part of their authoritative Scriptures. That will be the basis of our acceptance of the book also.


Finally, a note regarding the idea that the speeches made by the characters are compositions of the final redactor, that they are not historically accurate representations of what they actually said. This is a false dichotomy. It will readily become obvious to anyone reading the Hebrew that some characters speak using words and phrases that sound remarkably like Moses in Deuteronomy (but less like the Moses of Exodus or Leviticus). This is true of many of the monologues, from Joshua (Joshua 24:2–15) to David (see commentary on 1 Kings 2:1–4). It includes even the messenger of the Assyrian king (see commentary on 2 Kings 18:17–37) and the narrator of the book (see commentary on 2 Kings 17:7–23). It is unlikely, then, that we have the ipsissima verba of the people (the actual words).5 But this does not mean that what we have is an inaccurate representation or a fictitious later invention. When I recount the words of a sermon that I have heard later, I cannot repeat verbatim what the preacher said. But I can faithfully convey the message in my own words. We can understand the speeches in the narrative in this way. We have the ipsissima vox (the actual voice) of the characters. When read with faith, we have an accurate portrayal of people who actually existed, even if we don’t know what their exact words were.


At some point during the exile, the book of Kings reached, roughly, the form that we now have.6 There were, certainly, minor updates after this. We know this because the earliest textual witnesses to the book show that the process of editing and updating continued alongside the process of copying and preserving. This continued throughout the post-exilic years until well into the Christian era. The earliest translation we have is the Greek text, dating from around the third century BC, known as the Septuagint or LXX. In this Greek tradition, Kings is joined with Samuel and the four books are known as 1–4 Kingdoms. But the text of 3 Kingdoms, while certainly recounting the same overarching story as 1 Kings, does not agree in every historical detail with the Hebrew text. For example, 3 Kingdoms 12:24a–z is not present in the Hebrew. This passage gathers and reorders some of the stories about Jeroboam known from 1 Kings 11, 12 and 14 but includes some additional material (such as the name of his wife, Ano). Alternately, there are some details present in the Hebrew not recounted in the Greek (such as that Jeroboam’s wife disguised herself on the way to see Ahijah). It is not possible to be completely certain which of the two versions better represents the original manuscript of Kings. But it is certain that there were different versions of the book circulating in the post-exilic era. 


It is, unfortunately, part of the nature of the Bible that we cannot be absolutely sure of every detail in the text. Sometimes it is corrupted, lost or changed in the process of transmission, and even the most conservative understanding of inerrancy acknowledges this.7 In the final analysis, we have no reason to suspect that the book of Kings has undergone any substantial revisions or updates in the post-exilic era.8 Even though there are details here and there that we will continue to question, the overall book has been well preserved. We can have every confidence that our modern Bibles are a reliable witness to what the original author wrote.


Throughout this commentary, I will refer to the author of Kings, rather than calling him the Deuteronomist.9 This is because using the term ‘Dtr’ draws our attention first to the process by which we come to get the book. There are now so many variants of this theory, we would need to first decide which to adopt in any case. But since it is the final form of the book of Kings that interests us, we need only concern ourselves with that editor – whoever he or she may have been. The term author draws our attention to the book as it stands, and the purpose of the person who gave it its current, final shape.



2. The original readers



The original readers of Kings were Judeans living during the time of the Babylonian exile.10 The book of Kings ends with the conquest of Judah. Having overcome Judean resistance, the Babylonians began national deconstruction. The purpose was to transform Judah from being an independent nation with its own social and national identity into a province of the Babylonian Empire. 


Part of the task was administrative. They destroyed the palace and Temple, which stood as national symbols of political control and theological identity. And they tore down fortifications to overcome the ability to mount resistance in the future. But part of the task was ideological. Like all empires, the Babylonians needed their subjects to understand themselves in relation to the imperial centre. They wanted the Judeans to change how they understood themselves and their place in the world. Judeans were now subjects of the Babylonian king. They were to work for the Empire, pay taxes and willingly send their sons to battle for Babylon. Many of them were forcibly relocated to live in Mesopotamia. These people would have been expected to contribute to Babylonian society and adopt Babylonian cultural norms, including learning to speak Aramaic – the language of the Empire. The Babylonians could not allow communities of resistance to form, or to permit uprisings and insurrections. They needed people to accept a new narrative about who they were and their place in the world.


This is the reason that someone wrote Kings. As Jeremiah had made clear, the Babylonian exile was God’s doing. There was no point fighting them (see, for example, Jeremiah 29:4–9). But that didn’t mean that the exiles should accept the Babylonian redefinition either. Kings is a national history written specifically to connect the exilic readers with their pre-exilic national identity. It was written to assure them they were still God’s people, and that they could still live in a way faithful to God from the context of exile.


This would have been no easy task.11 If you were to ask a pre-exilic Judean what it meant to be an Israelite, the answers would have revolved around several key theological ideas. First, the Israelites were the people whom God chose and rescued from Egypt, and with whom he made a covenant. They were, among all the nations, God’s treasured people (Exodus 19:6). Second, they were the beneficiaries of the promises to Abraham and the patriarchs, including the promise of land (Genesis 12:7). Part of what it meant to be Israelite was to inhabit the land God had given to them. Third, they lived in the presence of God. This was symbolically represented by the Temple. It was the place where God had chosen to set his name, where blessings could be sought, where prayers could be offered and where atonement could be made. And, finally, they were ruled by God’s appointed king. The Judean king was the son of God, a descendant of David, chosen and anointed as king (Psalm 2:7). And God had promised to David a kingdom that would endure for ever (2 Samuel 7:1–17).


The exile undid all of this. The covenant had been broken and the covenant curses invoked. The people had been taken away from their land. Some of them had fled to places like Egypt. Some had been moved to other parts of the Babylonian Empire. Those who stayed in the new Babylonian province of Yehud became servants who worked the land for imperial gain. The Temple had been torn down, which was not supposed to be able to happen! ‘God is within her, she will not fall’ (Psalm 46:5). The king had been killed. As far as most people knew, the Davidic line had ended. 


The exile, then, was traumatic on more than one level. There were certainly physical and financial hardships. There was the grief of war and death. There was the loss of status and power. But there were also questions about theology and identity. Were they still God’s people, or had God forsaken them entirely? Was God, in fact, defeated by Marduk? Were they to just accept their new place in the world as Babylonian servants? Or should they hope for something better in the future? And, if they were still God’s people, what did that mean without the covenant, the promised land, the Temple or the Davidic king?


The book of Kings speaks to these questions. The exile did not occur because of the fickle chance of history, or because of fate. Neither was it that God was defeated. It was that God, who is sovereign over history and empires, raised up the Babylonians and delivered his own people over to them. This happened because they had broken the covenant, as he had warned many times that it would. 


The covenant, in fact, and not the king, Temple or land, is the central defining idea of God’s people. Israel once existed as the covenant people with none of these other things. God delivered them once from Egypt. And the stories of Inner Kings assure Israel that God is still powerful outside the land, just as he has always been. Babylon can take Israel away from their land, but they cannot separate God from his people. Inner Kings also reminds the exiles that they can find God, and be faithful to his covenant, without access to the Temple, without a Davidic king and without Jerusalem. 


In fact, there is nothing that Israel can do to stop being the covenant people. When Israel suffers the curses of the covenant, they do so from within the covenant. Had they ceased being covenant people when they broke it, they would not have to bear its curse. But, ironically, the fact that they suffer shows that, even in breaking the covenant, they remain of the covenant. Israel can choose to be obedient or disobedient. But they cannot choose to remove themselves from the covenant entirely. And so, by shaping the history of Kings as the story of Israel’s life within the covenant, the book assures the exiles that their status has not changed. They remain covenant people. They remain God’s chosen nation. 


Similarly, because God has been faithful in implementing the curses as he promised, he can also be relied upon to keep his promise of blessing. The book of Deuteronomy is often oversimplified, as if Moses were holding out only two possibilities: blessing or curse. But, in fact, it expects Israel’s disobedience. The message is not simply that Israel will receive blessings for obedience. It is also that they will be blessed after they have been cursed for disobedience (Deuteronomy 4:29–31; 30:1–10). The foundation is that God’s promise to Abraham was not conditional on Israel’s ability to keep the covenant: ‘For the LORD your God is a merciful God; he will not abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with your ancestors, which he confirmed to them by oath’ (Deuteronomy 4:31). God does what he promises to do, whether or not Israel cooperates. And this is both the hope of those in exile and a central motif, woven into the very fabric of the way history works in Outer Kings. God’s word, and not the fortunes of nations, shapes history. And God made a promise to Abraham.


The promise to David was also unconditional, and for this reason the strange epilogue to the book, where a Davidic king is released from Babylonian prison, is a beacon of hope as well (2 Kings 25:27–30). A Davidic king will yet sit on David’s restored throne, because God will be faithful to that promise as well. Although there are no messianic promises in Kings, the book uses its portrayal to explore what sort of king would be suitable when God restores Israel. Outer Kings has a royal ideology. And, unsurprisingly, the answer is that the king should lead Israel in being faithful to the covenant. The law of the king (Deuteronomy 17:14–20) undermines Solomon at every turn, relativising the wisdom, glory and power that he is remembered for. But Josiah, who dies an untimely death and fails, keeps it. What sort of restored kingdom should the people hope for? Clearly not one that mirrors the power and glory of their oppressors. And what sort of king? Someone who will trust what God says, like Hezekiah, and who will obey the covenant, like Josiah. 


Through the expectation of restoration, the book also answers the current status of the exiles. They are a remnant. Twice over, the book develops the same remnant theology. Inner Kings explores God’s judgment on Ahab’s kingdom and the preservation of a remnant through it. Outer Kings does the same through the Assyrian crisis. The pattern is identical. First the people sin, abandoning the covenant. Then God raises up an oppressor in judgment. In Inner Kings, it is Hazael and Jehu. In Outer Kings, it is Assyria. In both cases a remnant is preserved through the judgment: those who did not bow the knee to Baal in Inner Kings, and Judah, who is the remnant of Israel in Outer Kings. In both cases, the remnant struggles under the oppressor until God sends a saviour: the Israelite kings of 2 Kings 13–14 in Inner Kings, and the angel of 2 Kings 19 in Outer Kings. Afterwards, the people are restored from the seed preserved in the remnant. 


Those living in exile would have readily seen their own situation in this pattern. They have broken the covenant and suffered the judgment of God. But the fact that someone wrote this history shows that a remnant was preserved through it. The survivors now must await a saviour. They are the seed from which Israel will one day be regrown. And, as the prophet Isaiah declares, ‘The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this’ (2 Kings 19:31).
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History and the Book of Kings


The relationship between the book of Kings and the historical events it records remains a dynamic field, even after centuries of work. This is partly because new textual and archaeological discoveries are being made all the time. And it is also because the nature of the evidence varies dramatically over the course of the centuries portrayed in the book. For many Christian readers, the pressing questions are often ones of historical factuality. These can be difficult to deal with, because they require expertise in disciplines that ordinary Christians usually have no exposure to. Even restricting the evidence to those books regarded as canonical scripture – Samuel, Kings and Chronicles – presents challenges, contradictions and questions of historicity. Many of these require study in the original languages and, at times, ancient manuscript evidence. Once other ancient texts (written in other dead languages), archaeological artefacts and remains are added to the equation, the data requires a great deal of training to process well. Compounding the problem, even the most seasoned scholars often disagree on the best interpretations of the evidence. 


It is little wonder that many Christians take ‘the Bible says it happened and I believe it’ approach. And, if we are painting with broad brush strokes, this attitude has been largely vindicated, particularly regarding the book of Kings. The discipline of archaeology developed in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Prior to this, the Bible was the only evidence we had for much of the story it tells. Herodotus, the Greek historian living in the fifth century BC, gave a different perspective on some of the latter events in Kings where it touches on the imperial history of Assyria and Babylon. But he did not tell the stories of Israel and Judah. And he was far from impartial about the Mesopotamian world. So, for the most part, there was simply no evidence for anything other than what was in the Bible. 


This changed when scholars unearthed some of the great cities of the past. The cities of the Assyrian heartlands were found and excavated beginning in the mid-nineteenth century. A few decades later, we had deciphered their inscriptions and could read for the first time their own accounts of events recorded in the Bible. The kings of Israel and Judah, we discovered, were known to the Assyrians at least from the ninth century BC. King Ahab of Israel was listed by name as participating in a coalition of eleven armies against Assyria at Qarqar, around 850 BC (an event not recorded in the Bible). King Jehu of Israel is pictured falling prostrate before the Assyrian king on what is now known as the Black Obelisk – the first biblical king for whom we have a picture. And the Assyrian conquest of Lachish and decimation of Judah, known from 2 Kings 18, was portrayed in vivid and macabre detail on a relief that covered the walls of Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh. Sennacherib’s own account of the events retells the siege of Jerusalem, where he claims to have Hezekiah ‘shut up like a caged bird in Jerusalem’. 


These sources have always agreed in general terms with the accounts we have in the Bible. We never, for example, discovered a biblical king that we did not previously know existed. Nor have we ever discovered that the sequence is wrong, or that kings have been confused from one kingdom to another.1 But, naturally, the extrabiblical accounts do not always agree in every detail with what we find in the Bible. We rarely end up doubting the events, but the specifics seem open to historical interpretation. How big was the army? How much tribute was paid? How many people were taken captive? Of course, when Kings claims something miraculous, such as that an angel destroyed 180 thousand Assyrians (2 Kings 18:35), it is unlikely to be corroborated by Assyrian sources or taken literally by secular historians. 


As archaeological methods improved, we began to discern and estimate populations, movements, administrative structures and military capabilities. Not only Assyrian and Babylonian, but Israelite cities have also been excavated, along with the smaller nations around. We know quite a lot, for example, about the new capital city Omri built in Samaria and the way it functioned to administer the Northern Kingdom in the ninth century BC. We know the architectural techniques he employed, the fortifications he used and the administrative infrastructure – food storage, stables, chariot cities, military outposts – that he put in place. Scholars can estimate the population of Israel during his time, and even sometimes the populations that individual cities supported. We know the houses Israelite families inhabited. And we can say something about the normal economic activities of everyday Israelites. 


Unfortunately, only limited excavation has been possible in Jerusalem, for both political and practical reasons. Much of the period of the United Monarchy and the early history of Judah remains an archaeological mystery. 


Some types of data are more open to interpretation than others. The Bible, too, must be interpreted, and different scholars have drastically different ways of approaching it. In addition, there is a great deal in the book of Kings for which no external evidence exists. Given the complexity of the situation, we are bound to disagree on how best to piece everything together. For some, the Bible should be treated as one of many ancient sources. It is biased, selective and sometimes mistaken. It must be read with suspicion – in the same way as we read Sennacherib’s accounts – knowing that it comes with an agenda. And we should understand history accordingly. Only that which can be reasonably verified should be accepted as history. We call this position historical minimalism.


But others, and I include myself here, will want to start with the premise that the Bible paints a true picture of ancient history. We call this historical maximalism. The two groups are unlikely to persuade each other. We have begun with different premises about the nature of the task. But there is an important caveat here. Even beginning with the premise of biblical inspiration, this does not necessitate a straightforward ‘the Bible says it and I believe it’ approach in the way people usually use that phrase. 


Even in the act of trusting it, we should acknowledge that the Bible is selective and does come with an agenda. It does not say everything. And what it says, it says for a reason that is not to give an objective and impartial account of what actually happened. The Bible is not a nineteenth-century, western, rationalist history book (which would also be a perspective). There is more than one right way of telling any story. And by selecting different facts to recount, or by connecting the facts in different ways, we can emerge with different and yet accurate pictures of the same event. This is why Kings is different from Chronicles, or why the Gospel of John is different from Matthew. And this is natural. We are creatures with a perspective, and so were the biblical authors. 


Reading Kings faithfully as God’s word means accepting that the Bible’s way of telling history is both valid and reliable. The Bible gives a true perspective on events that actually happened in the world we inhabit. And it is an invitation to us to understand the history of the world – our history – in the way God tells the story.



1. The value of history for reading Kings



Christians sometimes assume that the value of archaeology is to verify the truth of the Bible. If we can trust its claims concerning historical events, many reason, then we can trust what it says about spiritual reality as well. This approach is well intentioned. We want to trust the Bible, and we want the church to be confident in what it says. But it is also often misguided. Those who use it begin with the premise that the Bible is reliable, and so nothing will ever invalidate that. Every archaeological challenge is explained, every contradiction answered. All the while, some carefully selected sources are paraded as proofs. It comes across to outsiders as special pleading rather than apologetics. 


The problem is that if a premise is not falsifiable, then neither is it provable. To see the truth of this, we should ask ourselves what evidence could emerge that would cause us to doubt the Bible? If the answer is ‘nothing’, then we are finding in the archaeological record only what we are looking for. In the end, the truth of the Bible will stand on its own. God’s word is self-validating because there is no higher authority by which it can be judged. It is accepted by God’s people for the same reason that sheep follow their shepherd: ‘because they know his voice’ (John 10:4). And it will never be accepted as the word of God by someone who does not know Jesus’s voice, no matter how historically true it turns out to be.


The value of historical study for biblical interpretation lies elsewhere. As we noted above, the Bible gives a perspective on events. And by studying other perspectives, the way the biblical story is told comes into sharper relief. When composing the history, the author of Kings had to choose what parts to put in and what to leave out. For example, when the book of Kings summarises Omri’s achievements, it says (1 Kings 16:27), ‘As for the other events of Omri’s reign, what he did and the things he achieved, are they not written in the book of the annals of the kings of Israel?’ 


This is brought into much sharper focus when we realise that ‘what he did and the things he achieved’ were very significant by most historical measures. If we were able to travel through time to his rule, I expect we would assess it as very glorious indeed. There was a new capital city with monumental architecture. There were extensive trade networks bringing wealth and influence, roads and waypoints. Omri built up significant military power and led an international coalition against the Assyrians of his era. We could, with many readers, complain about the historically inaccurate ‘bias’ of the author against the value of northern kings. Or we could use the opportunity to learn something about historical significance itself, by comparing two different perspectives of the same person. Clearly, the author of Kings assesses success differently than many historians. Perhaps we should rather think about that? When history is told God’s way, it’s not the great human achievements that take centre stage.


This commentary treats the book of Kings as historiography. It is not a historical record of events. It is a national history, written with a particular purpose in mind that we already explored above (see chapter 3, section 2, ‘The original readers’). At times, we will raise and discuss particular historical difficulties. But these will not be the focus of our efforts as we read the book. Rather than concentrating on what happened, we will need to notice the reason the story is told in the way it is.


2. On dates and reigns


The historical timeline of the book of Kings is carried in the regnal formula (see chapter 2, section 2). It seems that it should be possible, through careful attention to the various accession years and lengths of rules, to reconstruct a timeline of the two kingdoms. This task, however, is not as straightforward as it might first appear. 


For example, 2 Kings 18:1–2 tells us that Hezekiah began to rule Judah in the third year of Hoshea of Israel, at the age of twenty-five, and reigned for twenty-nine years. Several verses later, we are told that Samaria was captured by Assyria in his sixth year (verses 9–10). This happened in 722 BC, which means he came to power in 728 BC and died in 697 BC. But we are then told that in Hezekiah’s fourteenth year, Assyria came once again against Judah (verse 13). This did not happen until 701 BC, which would mean he came to power in 715 BC and died in 686 BC.2 Finally, Hezekiah’s life was extended by fifteen years sometime shortly before the siege of Jerusalem (2 Kings 20:6).


Clearly, a straightforward chronology will not work. In this case, there are several solutions, but none without problems. The most likely, in my judgment, is that Hezekiah was co-regent with his father, Ahaz, from 728 until 715 BC. The period of twenty-nine years refers to his sole rule, and he died in 686 BC.3 Hezekiah’s life, then, is extended by fifteen years precisely at the time of the Assyrian invasion (note 2 Kings 20:6). If a different solution is accepted in this case, and other cases like it, then it will yield a different overall chronology of the kingdoms. 


Readers working on the chronology of the book need to be aware of several factors, then, as they approach the task:


•   There are some variations between ancient manuscripts that affect the question of chronology. The early Greek translation, for example, gives different accession dates and lengths of rule in some cases. This is more problematic in the ninth century BC than later eras. And most scholars find the Hebrew text more reliable in this matter. But it is a text-critical question, and it is not possible to know for certain which readings best represent the original.


•   There are two systems employed to count regnal years in the ancient Near East. In Mesopotamia, when a new king ascended, the entire year was credited to the king who died rather than to the new king on the throne. The accession year, then, refers to the first full calendar year after the king begins to rule. In Egypt, the opposite system was in effect. Israel and Judah both employed different systems at different times.


•   Co-regencies were common in the ancient world. This would happen when a son began to rule before his father died. We see this in Kings explicitly with Solomon. The overlapping years might be credited to the father, the son or both. 


•   Ancient calendars align neither to modern calendar years nor to each other. It seems likely that Israel and Judah did not share a calendar for most of their history. One reckoned the year as running spring to spring, the other as autumn to autumn.


There are too many variables, then, to be absolutely sure of the precise dates of most kings’ reigns. But, once factored in, a general chronology can be constructed that very closely aligns with every other ancient witness we have. In fact, it is a remarkable testimony to the historical authenticity of the book when we recall that the book of Kings was composed into its final form centuries after the events it talks about. Whatever sources the author used, they were reliable. As one scholar put it:


We find in Kings a very remarkably preserved royal chronology, mainly very accurate in fine detail, that agrees very closely with the dates given by Mesopotamian and other sources … It cannot well be the free creation of some such later writer’s imagination that just happens (miraculously!) to coincide almost throughout with the data then preserved only in documents buried inaccessibly in the ruin mounds of Assyrian cities long since abandoned and largely lost to view.4
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The Book of Kings as Christian Scripture


I think it is fair to say that the question of how the book of Kings functions as Christian Scripture has not received the attention it deserves. Following the example of Hebrews 11, the church has often read the book as an anthology of stories about the lives of those who lived and died by faith, although by the time they get to the period of the monarchy the author of Hebrews has run out of space (Hebrews 11:32–8):


And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. Women received back their dead, raised to life again. There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were put to death by stoning; they were sawn in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and ill-treated – the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground.


This character-as-moral-exemplar approach is a faithful application of the text. James uses Elijah as an example to show how powerful the ‘prayer of a righteous person’ is (James 5:16–17). Since Elijah is a man just like us, reasons James, so we also ought to pray. Well and good. We might learn something too, and gain some encouragement from the examples of people like Hezekiah who remained faithful under pressure, or the Aramean general Naaman who humbled himself to enter the kingdom of God like a child. 


Even so, there are several problems if this were to be the only way we read the book. The first is that, if the story of Israel’s history shows anything, it is that we human beings cannot live up to the moral standards God requires of us. There is only one moral success story in the book, and that king dies a premature death before his kingdom declines into ignominy. Israel could not live up to the covenant – which is why the book ends how it does. Neither can we. ‘What the law was powerless to do because it was weakened by the flesh,’ writes the apostle Paul, ‘God did by sending his own Son’ (Romans 8:3). If we read Kings only as an encouragement to be more righteous, then we have not found the Christian gospel. Kings is about a genuine hope for sinful people: the grace of a faithful God, despite human failure.


A second problem is that Israel occupies a special place in history. They are not one nation among many, similar to all the others. And the way God deals with Israel is not the same as the way he deals with every other nation. Josiah is a righteous king par excellence. But on many of those occasions when we, in western political history at least, have encouraged our rulers to follow his example, we have persecuted heretics and unbelievers in the name of justice. In what situations ought we to follow the example of Israelite kings, and when should we leave well alone? We struggle for answers because the book of Kings is not written as a collection of examples to follow. Josiah is a righteous Judean king. He is not a model for a good, Christian king.


A final problem is that the book of Kings intends to reshape our values, so there is a good chance we will follow the wrong example if we don’t read it well. As we shall see, it uses stories about the things we normally value – power and glory, wealth, might and wisdom – to challenge and reshape our assumptions. The church has, at times, followed the example of Solomon and built golden, magnificent cathedrals and governed empires that span the breadth of the whole earth. We assume from the book of Kings that God likes that sort of thing, perhaps even that it is the only befitting way to worship him. The best music, the grandest settings, the most eloquent speakers, the most money. The Holy Roman Empire is not the only example. How different are our megachurches, really? Or pastors that fly around Africa in their private jets? But we forget that God never asked for a place to dwell, much less for it to be made of gold (2 Samuel 7:7). And, notably, Jesus does not look to Solomon as an example for his life, or ours (Luke 11:31; 12:27). There is nothing left of Solomon’s grandeur by the end of the book, but God is still with his people.


Part of the key to reading Kings as Christian Scripture is to remember that it is a book about the kingdom of God, not the kings. The kingdom that was promised to David is the same kingdom proclaimed by Jesus (Mark 1:15). The monarchy ends in failure. But the kingdom does not. And so the history recorded in this book must take its place in a larger story that spans the breadth of all time.


1. The monarchy, the Messiah and salvation history


The monarchy was not God’s idea. In 1 Samuel 8, the people of Israel ask for a king ‘like all the other nations’ (1 Samuel 8:20). They think they will be more secure if a king fights for them. But they have mistaken divine correction for the tides of political history. The problem is not that the other nations have kings to organise armies, and they don’t. The problem is that they keep forsaking God who has promised to protect them, but only if they obey. And so, when God does what he told them he would, and raises adversaries, the people assume that the answer lies in a better political system rather than repentance. God laments to Samuel in reply, ‘Listen to all that the people are saying to you; it is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king’ (1 Samuel 8:7). 


So the entire monarchic period is divine accommodation. When God took Abraham and promised to build through him a nation (Genesis 12:1–6), it was not supposed to be ‘like all the other nations’. As God stated through Moses (Exodus 19:4–6): 


You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.


Israel was to be a blessing and, through them, all the world was to be blessed (see Genesis 12:3). Israel was, in fact, God’s way of responding to the entire problem of human sin and rebellion. One day, the curse of Adam would be undone on behalf of all the nations through the seed of Abraham. God would not work in every nation. He would work through the one for the benefit of the many.


Nothing about this mandate requires kingship. People were created to rule, the Bible tells us, but not each other. The ancient world thought that their rulers were above it all, that they bore the very image of their gods. The Bible agrees. But in Genesis, all of humanity, every man and woman that ever lived, king and pauper alike, was made in the image of God. Every human is born with the dignity of a king and the mandate to rule (Genesis 1:26–8). The covenant at Sinai contained laws for what a king should be like, but it didn’t assume they would ever need one (Deuteronomy 17:14–20). They set such an unrealistic standard in any case that very few of the kings got even close to living up to them. The king should ‘carefully follow all the words of this law’ and never ‘consider himself better than his fellow Israelites’ (Deuteronomy 17:19–20). 


God’s purpose for Israel was never to build a kingdom ‘like all the other nations’. It was not supposed to be a kingdom at all. But, having accommodated their request, God redeems it and stitches the monarchy into the very fabric of the world. Completely at his own initiative, he declares one day to King David that human kingship would become a permanent institution (2 Samuel 7:12–16):


When your days are over and you rest with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, your own flesh and blood … and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever. I will be his father, and he shall be my son. When he does wrong, I will punish him with a rod wielded by men, with floggings inflicted by human hands. But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from before you. Your house and your kingdom shall endure for ever before me; your throne shall be established for ever.


And so the promise to Abraham finds a new focal point: not only a people who will bless the whole world, but now also a king. A messiah. But he would need to be a righteous one. He would need to be someone whose life and kingdom looks more like Deuteronomy than the nations around him. The sort of king who would be suitable to rule God’s people comes into sharper relief with each passing generation of failed kings. We need someone greater than Solomon. As one theologian quipped, the kingdom of God can’t be about ‘gold, girls, and guns’.1 We need a different sort of wisdom altogether. We need a king more faithful than Hezekiah, who might be offered all the kingdoms of this world in exchange for the cross, and yet refuse to bow the knee to anyone other than God. And someone more righteous even than Josiah, who is capable not only of keeping the law, but also of making atonement for those who did not. 


It is apparent that none of the kings in the book can build the kingdom God promised. This is because the kingdom God promised was neither Israel nor Judah. If Deuteronomy is the blueprint, then the Old Testament monarchs are building sandcastles. But the idea of the kingdom of God, defined by covenant, not government, remains steadfast in the vicissitudes of Israelite politics. When Solomon’s kingdom divides, God’s people – all of them, Israel and Judah together – remain in covenant. They are the united community of God’s kingdom, ruled by two kings in two nations. And when Ahab intentionally reforms his kingdom away from God and turns to Baal, God’s kingdom emerges from the apostate kingdom as a grass-roots movement with no king, no land and no power. When Israel find themselves at last in exile, and all seems lost, even there they remain God’s covenant community hoping in the realisation of the promised, better kingdom. And so, through this story of human failure, the book of Kings shows us what to expect when the kingdom actually comes. And it is nothing like ‘all the other nations’.


When it happens, God’s king comes to a manger, not a throne. Forsaking the splendours of Solomon, he prefers the glory of the lilies of the field. Foxes have holes and birds have nests, but this king has no place to lay his head, let alone a palace (see Matthew 8:20). Using not the kings, but the ministries of Elijah and Elisha as his example, he preaches repentance, feeds the hungry, heals the sick and raises the dead. Like the prophets, from within a nation that stands under the judgment of God, he gathers a community who will no longer bow the knee to Baal – a remnant saved by grace. And when he wins salvation for his people, he doesn’t come riding a warhorse. The disciple puts away his sword. And the legions of angels stand by, silent, unbidden, to fight for a kingdom not of this world. Instead, they watch as the skies turn black and their King is mounted on a cross. 


This is the glory that builds the kingdom of God. Not power. But love. And this is why the monarchy failed. Since even the best human kingdoms act in the interests of their own people, kings never can love their enemies. But the failure of the monarchy is not the failure of God’s kingdom, because death is not the end of the story in God’s world. Elijah and Elisha both raise a boy from the dead. At the touch of the bones of Elisha, a dead man walks again. And from the death of exile, God can gather dry bones, knit upon them flesh and sew tendons. God breathes life into corpses as easily as the dust became Adam. And so, because the tomb of the pauper king lies empty, the power of death is defeated. God’s King lives, now exalted and given ‘the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth’ (Philippians 2:9–10). And he calls his people from out of their graves to join the kingdom promised to David. He does this so that, through him, the curse of Adam would be finally undone. And, in him, all the world would be blessed.


2. God and history


God is faithful. This is, perhaps, the central defining aspect of his portrait in the book of Kings. Throughout, God will make promise after promise, committing himself to certain ends and courses of action. And, time and time again, we will watch as events occur ‘according to the word that the LORD spoke’ (see especially 1 Kings 13:11–32). As we noted above, not one promise remains unfulfilled by the end of the book, save the promise of an heir to rule for ever on David’s throne. The book of Kings records four centuries of royal history – the stuff of any history book: battles, glory, loss and power. But as king follows king, it becomes apparent that monarchs will come and go, changing little on the way. History unfolds according to the word of its author. 


Many of the attributes of God discussed in systematic theologies are subsumed within this theme in Kings. God’s sovereignty, for example, is prominent in the book. The narrative makes clear God works both miraculously – like the fire Elijah calls down frequently from heaven (1 Kings 18:38; 2 Kings 1:10, 12) – and indirectly through human agency and the providence of circumstances – which, for example, bring Solomon to the throne. But divine power is not on display for its own sake. Rather, it ensures that God will not be thwarted in accomplishing what he promised. Foreign powers bend to his will. Even the rebellion of his own people is no obstacle. When the Assyrians turn up at the gates of Jerusalem, it is not the fortunes of history that brought them. It is that God decreed long ago what he now ‘brought to pass’ (2 Kings 19:25). And yet, even in this moment, God’s power is directed to the fulfilment of his promise, ‘for the sake of David my servant’ (2 Kings 19:34). 


The theme of blessings and curses is similar (Deuteronomy 27–9). This is often understood as an aspect of God’s justice. We sometimes imagine this to be mechanistic, rewards and punishments for right and wrong behaviour. But these too must be understood in relationship to God’s promises. Israel’s presence in the land was promised to Abraham and given through the covenant (Deuteronomy 4:1, 40). Israel was expected to rely on this promise to keep them in the land. Since God is sovereign, foreign powers could not threaten this, if only Israel were willing to take God at his word. When Solomon dedicated the Temple, God committed himself to act for their protection and welfare in every sort of crisis, if only Israel would seek him there (see commentary on 1 Kings 9:1–9). But few kings do; in fact, only Hezekiah. Kings rely on their own power, or alliances with neighbours, or help from the emerging empires of the era. Many more kings plunder the Temple to pay off aggressors than pray in it. The covenant blessings and curses are not incentives. They are promises. Trust God to do what he said, or he will do the other thing he said.


For Christians reading the book, the theological application is straightforward. Christian faith is not a mere assent to information – even the demons believe in God, and tremble (James 2:19). It’s not only believing in the right doctrines. Neither is it irrational action based on belief without reason. Christian faith is our willingness to trust God to do what he has said. Of course, we must first know what these ‘very great and precious promises’ are (2 Peter 1:4), so there is an element of doctrine to it. But in the end, faith is shown in those moments of decision, when we must choose which path to take. One appears rational apart from Christ, and the other is rational only if we trust God to do what he said. The path we choose shows what we believe and who we trust (James 2:18).


God still directs history (Romans 8:28). As I write this, the war in Ukraine rages into its third year, and yet another crisis is unfolding in Palestine. We emerged only recently from a global pandemic – the pain of it is still fresh for many. It is easy to look around and wonder what God is doing and whether it is all out of control. But, after a moment’s reflection on the book of Kings, one realises that history is always like this (see, too, Matthew 24:6). Where was God when Ahab and Jezebel were killing his prophets? Or when Naboth suffered the most grievous injustice and died an innocent man? Where was God while the drought raged and the poor went hungry? Where was God when an Israelite general usurped the throne and filled the land from one end to the other with the blood of children? Where was God when the Arameans besieged Samaria, and the women ate their own children just to stay alive? 


God was with his people, quietly, in a still, small whisper. His people were the widows and orphans, the Gentiles and the sinners. In Kings, he was with them through his prophets. And he still is with his people (Matthew 28:20). In Kings, he was sheltering the persecuted, feeding the hungry and using lepers to end the siege. He was reconciling enemies. And he was raising the dead. And he still is. And for the injustices and violence, he was coming in judgment. Not yet, lest there be no remnant to survive it. And God takes no pleasure in death, even of the wicked (Ezekiel 18:23). But he was coming. And he still is.


3. Worship and God’s people


The central sin of Kings is false worship. It takes several forms. Sometimes it is straight apostasy – the worship of another God. Ahab turns to Baal. Solomon builds altars to Ashtoreth, Chemosh and Molek outside Jerusalem. Sometimes the problem is more subtle. Jeroboam builds shrines, most probably, in order to worship God (see commentary on 1 Kings 12:25–33). But the form of worship he mandates stands against the covenant. It isn’t possible to worship God by disobeying his word, so this type of worship is sin as well.


It can be difficult for modern readers, accustomed to living in pluralistic societies where worship is understood as a private matter, to understand why this should be such an issue. It is not divine narcissism. It is because worship really is about trust. When Ahab turns to Baal, he trusts that Baal – the Canaanite god of rain and storms – will break the drought. When Manasseh sacrifices his son to Molek, it is not that he wants to kill him. He does it because he believes he will benefit from it. But, in every case, the trust is misplaced. Elijah taunts the prophets of Baal, ‘Call louder! Maybe he is asleep!’ (see 1 Kings 18:27). But, laconically in Hebrew, Baal simply isn’t. And this is the issue. False worship directs our trust towards something that cannot help us. And in doing this, it transforms us and our communities.


The author of Kings writes, ‘They went after false things, and became false like them’ (2 Kings 17:15, my translation). The word he uses for ‘false’ here is, in Hebrew, heḇel. It is the same word that Ecclesiastes uses for ‘meaningless’. In Kings we see Solomon’s kingdom become more and more like Egypt. Ahab’s becomes Canaanite. Ahaz remodels the Temple after Aram. As Israel turn from the covenant towards other gods, the kingdom they build becomes less and less like the kingdom of God. It follows less the blueprint of Deuteronomy and increasingly becomes like all the surrounding nations instead. 


It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that injustice is the result. In the Bible, worship and justice are two sides of the same coin (see commentary on 1 Kings 12:1–16:28). Jezebel’s actions towards Naboth do not arise in a vacuum. She comes from a world that understands the right of the king to do what he wants with his land and his subjects. They arise out of the cultural logic of Canaan, where gods and kings rule because they are more powerful than anyone else. It is only the biblical vision for justice that thinks Naboth had the right to refuse the king – the king!! – because the land was his inheritance (1 Kings 21:4; Deuteronomy 31:7).


But the book of Kings is concerned with more than which god is to be worshipped. It is also concerned with who can worship and where. When Hezekiah prays to God, he begins with the words, ‘LORD, the God of Israel, enthroned between the cherubim, you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and earth’ (2 Kings 19:15). There is a tension in this address that runs throughout the entire book. On the one hand, God is the God of Israel. It is not that he is the one they worship – often they do not worship him, but he remains their God. It is that God has committed himself through a covenant to Israel, not to anyone else. As the prophet reminds us, ‘You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth’ (Amos 3:2). And yet, on the other hand, God remains over all the kingdoms of the earth. He is sovereign because they are his creation. He is the God of the nations. But he is not their God. 


Even so, Kings is full of people from other places who acknowledge that Israel’s God is the true God. Naaman’s confession is typical: ‘Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel’ (2 Kings 5:15). He is joined by a chorus of foreign voices who praise the God of Israel: Hiram of Tyre, the Queen of Sheba, the widow of Zarephath, and let us not forget the Assyrian province of Samaria, repopulated with people who learn to fear God. Even as Solomon dedicates the Temple, that icon of Judean exclusivism, he intercedes for the foreigner who might seek God there (1 Kings 8:41–3). Famously, Jesus uses the examples of Elijah and Elisha to justify his own ministry in Capernaum (Luke 4:24–7). The kingdoms of Israel and Judah never really become a blessing for the nations. Solomon, in his better moments, perhaps, is the closest (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:21–8 and 10:1–13). But because the kingdom of God germinates within them, we catch glimpses every now and again of what they should be. The book anticipates a kingdom of God inclusive of every ‘tribe and language and people and nation’ (Revelation 5:9).


The history of Israel and Judah is less nationalistic than we might at first imagine. By the end of the book, God is worshipped in three different continents. But he isn’t found there. All of those people have to come to Israel, or at least to Israel’s prophet, in order for that to happen. And this is one of the most difficult themes in the Old Testament for Christians to know how to approach. Where should God be worshipped? In the monarchic era of the Old Testament, God has a location, which is Zion. 


In Kings, God consecrates the Temple in Jerusalem by ‘putting [his] Name there’ (1 Kings 9:3). Everyone knows that this doesn’t mean God is constrained by the Temple (1 Kings 8:27). But he is present there in a way not true of other places. It was acceptable to worship God at shrines in other locations before the Temple was built (1 Kings 3:2). But after this, kings who fail to tear them down are condemned even if the shrines are used to worship God (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:4–14). All of this is based on Deuteronomy 12, where Moses instructs the Israelites to worship only ‘at the place where the LORD your God will set his name’.2 


But it is not possible to interpret the law in an absolute sense. Judean kings who tear down God’s shrines do wrong, implying that they should worship at the Temple. But Elijah complains when the Israelites do it, that they have ‘rejected your covenant’ (1 Kings 19:10, 14). So it cannot be the case that everyone who worships God at a shrine is sinning. In fact, never once do Elijah and Elisha call on Israel to return to Judah or the Temple. They only implore Israel to return to God. So this must be possible. There is clearly in Kings and Deuteronomy a commandment that the Temple should be used for worship when it is available. But sometimes, particularly among those who are alienated and far off, God will find another way.


Interestingly, this happens in Kings when the prophets become surrogate temples in the absence of the real one (see commentary on 2 Kings 4:8–10). The Temple represents the dwelling place of God among his people – it is a place of presence, blessing, prayer and reconciliation. It is a place where God’s people gather in God’s presence to rejoice (Deuteronomy 12:7). But in its absence, God provides those things through his prophets instead. It is they who bring the blessings Solomon prayed for. The prophets are those who gather a community of God’s people around themselves and bless them, and in whom people find the presence of God (1 Kings 17:24). 


All of this anticipates, once again, the ministry of Jesus. The New Testament claims that Jesus fulfils the Temple (see commentary on 1 Kings 6–7). This is because he is like Elijah and Elisha. Every blessing we hoped to obtain through the Temple we have found in Christ instead. He is the name above all names, by which to pray. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and the great high priest who brings reconciliation with God. And he is the very presence of God on earth, Immanuel (Matthew 1:22–3), who has promised to dwell with his people for ever (Matthew 28:20). 


And since Christ is with his people by his Spirit, the days have arrived when God is no longer worshipped on Zion, but ‘in the Spirit and in truth’ (John 4:23–4). God can be worshipped anywhere, by anyone. But Israel’s exclusivity lingers still. Like the Temple of old, you have to come to Jesus to do it. Because ‘salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12).


4. Grace in the end


I have borrowed the title of this last section from J. Gordon McConville, whom I have never met in person but who has taught me many things about the book of Kings.3 And I think this is a suitable note with which to close the introduction to this commentary.


When read as a whole, the book of Kings may not strike us as an encouraging book. It begins and ends with decline and death. And, despite some highlights in between, as a whole it is nothing like the narratives that many of our cultures prefer: feel-good stories about the strength of the human spirit to overcome adversity. The first time I preached a series on Kings, I borrowed a phrase from the film adaption of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Fellowship of the Ring and titled it ‘The day the strength of men failed’.4 


But it is also, paradoxically, precisely because of this that I find the book so encouraging. Since it is not about human strength or ability, the grace of God shines so brightly through it. God is abundantly faithful, and able to keep his promises. He works in and through the most dire and seemingly hopeless of situations. He sovereignly directs empires and yet cares for the widows. And he is patient. He really doesn’t want people to perish. It is in Kings that I think I see the truth of Exodus 34 most clearly (verses 6–7):


And [God] passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.’


Kings is a book about justice. The judgment that Israel justly deserve befalls them. But, in the end, it is even more about grace. Israel have a hope that they have done nothing to earn. It is the hope of blessing and forgiveness despite failure. And it is the hope of a promise: a better kingdom than those of the nations around them, ruled by a righteous king, worthy of the title Messiah.
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