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Lesson 12 97

a Josiah Listens to the 
Newly Found Law  
(II Kings 22:110)

Shaphan the secretary informed the 
king, “Hilkiah the priest has given 
me a book.” And Shaphan read 
from it in the presence of the king. 
 —II Kings 22:10

Josiah, one of Judah’s most godly 
kings, was only eight years old 
when he began to reign in 640 b.c. 
Over 80 years had passed since 
the northern kingdom of Israel 
had been conquered by Assyria. 
Sixty-one years had elapsed since 
the Lord had answered King Heze-
kiah’s prayers by destroying the 
Assyrian army threatening Jeru-
salem. Josiah enjoyed a long reign 
of 31 years, but simple arithmetic 
shows he died at age 39 (vs. 1). A 
great deal happened in the life of 
this king, whose tragic end prefig-
ured the fate of the nation.

Josiah, like Asa and Hezekiah 
before him, obeyed the Lord as 
King David had (vs. 2). The Book of 
the Law, which was found during 
Josiah’s reign, specified that the king 

of God’s people should behave this 
way (see Deut. 17:20).

The writer of Kings dated the 
reforms of Josiah from the 18th 
year of his reign (622 b.c.), when 
the 26-year-old king discovered the 
law in the temple (II Kings 22:3, 8). 
The Chronicler recorded that Josiah 
began to seek the Lord in the eighth 
year of his rule, when he was only 
sixteen, and that he was destroying 
idols and shrines in the Jerusalem 
area by his twelfth year on the 
throne (see II Chron. 34:3, 4). Soon 
his zeal for destroying idols reached 
even into the northern territory that 
had been Israel (vss. 6, 7).

Ask Yourself . . . How have I 
expressed my zeal for God lately?

The events of the fateful 18th 
year of Josiah’s rule began when he 
sent the court secretary, Shaphan, 
to check on the finances of sched-
uled repairs to Solomon’s temple 
(II Kings 22:3, 4). On an earlier 
occasion King Joash had installed 
a chest in the temple court to col-
lect donations for temple repairs 
from worshipers (see 12:9). Hilkiah 
the high priest seems to have been 
using a similar method to collect 

Josiah  
Reforms Judah

II Kings 22:1—23:35; II Chronicles 34:1—36:4
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98 Lesson 12

Law, and he entrusted the scroll to 
Shaphan, who immediately read 
it. Shaphan returned to the king 
and made his routine report on the 
temple repairs. Then he repeated 
Hilkiah’s story about finding the 
Book of the Law and read from it to 
Josiah (22:8-10).

Much earlier, Moses told the 
Levites who carried the ark of the 
covenant, “Take this Book of the 
Law and place it beside the ark of 
the covenant of the Lord your God. 
There it will remain as a witness 
against you” (Deut. 31:26). Every 
seven years the priests were to read 
the Book of the Law (Deuteronomy) 
in the hearing of all Israel during the 
Feast of Tabernacles (vss. 10, 11).

In the days of King Ahaz (732–715 
b.c.), the temple in Jerusalem had 
been closed and the ark of the 
covenant, along with other temple 
objects, may have been stored or 
hidden (see II Chron. 28:24). It 
had been replaced when Hezekiah 
restored and rededicated the temple 
(see 29:18, 19). Then during the evil 
reigns of Manasseh and Amon, it’s 
likely that the ark had been removed 
from the temple again for protec-
tion, because Josiah ordered its res-
toration to the Most Holy Place dur-
ing his great Passover celebration 
(see 35:1-3). During this turmoil, it is 
not surprising that the Book of the 
Law, which was to be stored beside 
the ark, had been misplaced long 
enough to be forgotten.

Sometimes the Bible can get “lost” 
in our lives because we’ve put it 
aside, stop studying it, or perhaps 
do not take it as seriously as we 

funds and distribute them to vari-
ous craftsmen (22:5, 6). Both Joash’s 
and Josiah’s restoration projects 
proceeded with absolute confidence 
in the integrity of the workers (vs. 
7; see 12:15).

When Shaphan the royal secretary 
consulted with Hilkiah, the high 
priest had something more press-
ing on his mind than the important 
temple repair projects. He reported 
that he had found the Book of the 

A Mother’s 
Touch

Young King Josiah seems 

to have enjoyed strong 

spiritual support. His 

mother’s name, Jedidah, 

meaning “Beloved,” was a 

shortened form of Jedidiah 

(“Beloved by the Lord”). 

She may have been the 

early spiritual influence that 

overshadowed the wicked 

example of Josiah’s father, 

Amon. 

Zephaniah prophesied  

in the first part of Josiah’s 

reign, as did Jeremiah in  

the latter part (Jer. 1:2; 

Zeph. 1:1).
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II Kings 22:11-20

Judah were in violation of the terms 
of the agreement that formed the 
basis of their relationship with the 
Lord. The king gathered a delega-
tion and sent them to Huldah the 
prophetess to find out what the 
Lord had to say about the situation 
(vss. 12, 13a). 

King Josiah was convinced by the 
Book of the Law that he and Judah 
were the objects of God’s anger. 
Deuteronomy 28:15-68 detailed the 
curses that would come upon the 
people of God who disregarded and 
violated their covenant with God. 
The ultimate curse was exile from 
the promised land. Josiah realized 
that his father and grandfather and 
many other kings before him had 
flagrantly violated the law, and he 
was gravely concerned about the 
future (II Kings 22:13b).

Josiah was angry about the sins 
of his ancestors and decided to do 
something about the consequences 
of their behavior. Josiah broke the 
cycle of unfaithfulness by person-
ally renewing his commitment to 

used to. Like Josiah, it is possible for 
us to rediscover the Word of God 
and experience spiritual renewal.

Ask Yourself . . . Has the Word of God 
ever gotten “lost” in my life? If so, how 
did I find it again?

Josiah Laments  
Past Lawlessness  
(II Kings 22:1120)

Great is the Lord’s anger that burns 
against us because those who have 
gone before us have not obeyed the 
words of this book; they have not 
acted in accordance with all that is 
written there concerning us.  
    —II Kings 22:13b

King Josiah’s reaction to hearing 
Shaphan read the Book of the Law 
was so strong that he tore his robes 
of government in grief (vs. 11). He 
realized that he and the nation of 

b

All in the Family
Josiah commissioned five men to represent him to Huldah 

the prophetess (II Kings 22:12). Descendants of four of them 
reappeared as significant figures in the final years of Judah. 
Acbor’s son Elnathan helped silence a prophet for King Jehoiakim 
(Jer. 26:22, 23). At the same time Shaphan’s son Ahikam 
protected Jeremiah from Jehoiakim (vs. 24). 

After the fall of Jerusalem in 586 b.c., Ahikam’s son Gedaliah was 
appointed governor of Judah by the Babylonians and assassinated 
by disgruntled Jewish nationalists (II Kings 25:22, 25). Hilkiah’s 
grandson Seraiah was the high priest executed by the Babylonians 
when Jerusalem fell (vss. 18-21).
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100 Lesson 12

II Kings 23:1-3

awaiting the people and the place 
and be gathered to his fathers in 
peace (vs. 20).

Ask Yourself . . . How can I remain 
sensitive to the Spirit of God so that I 
don’t step out of God’s will? 

Since King Josiah would meet 
his death in a losing battle against 
Egypt, it’s appropriate to ask in 
what sense he was “buried in 
peace.” When He died, He was at 
peace with God and in harmony 
with his subjects, who loved him 
and honored him in death (see 23:30; 
II Chron. 35:24, 25). Finally, his king-
dom was still secure and intact.

Josiah Renews  
the Covenant  
(II Kings 23:13)

The king stood by the pillar and 
renewed the covenant in the pres-
ence of the Lord—to follow the 
Lord and keep his commands, stat-
utes and decrees with all his heart 
and all his soul, thus confirming 
the words of the covenant written 
in this book. Then all the people 
pledged themselves to the cov-
enant. —II Kings 23:3

When King Josiah received the 
stern predictions of Huldah the 
prophetess, he did not despair. 
He did not adopt the attitude that 
repentance and righteousness were 
worthless if they wouldn’t guaran-

the Lord. We can also stop the cycle 
of destructive behaviors that may 
have been passed down to us by 
those who have gone before us. Like 
Josiah, we must take the first step by 
assuming personal responsibility for 
the ways we have continued in sins 
of our ancestors and make a com-
mitment to stop. 

The royal delegation approached 
Huldah, who was the wife of a court 
official, Shallum, the keeper of the 
wardrobe (vs. 14). She may also 
have been the prophet Jeremiah’s 
aunt, since Jeremiah had an uncle 
named Shallum (see Jer. 32:7). Hul-
dah lived in the Second District of 
Jerusalem, probably a new working-
class suburb west of the temple 
area and inside new walls added by 
Hezekiah and Manasseh (see  
II Chron. 32:5; 33:14).

Josiah had wanted to know the 
implications of the Book of the Law 
for himself, for the people, and 
for the existence of Judah. Huldah 
responded first about the people and 
the place (II Kings 22:16, 17). Then 
she replied in more detail about the 
future of the king (vss. 18-20). Her 
words were not her own. They were 
“what the Lord, the God of Israel, 
says” (vs. 15).

The people and the nation Judah 
faced disaster because they had per-
sistently forsaken the Lord in favor 
of idolatry. Nothing could quench 
the fire of the Lord’s anger against 
them. However, Josiah had shown 
by his instant repentance and grief 
when he heard the law that his heart 
was humble before the Lord (vss. 18, 
19). He would escape the judgment 

c

2409222-DBSS_SB.indb   1002409222-DBSS_SB.indb   100 5/7/21   1:39 PM5/7/21   1:39 PM



101Lesson 12

Josiah stood “by the pillar” when 
he read the Book of the Covenant 
(II Kings 23:3a). This was probably 
one of two massive bronze pillars, 
Jakin and Boaz, in the portico at 
the temple entrance (see II Chron. 
3:17). This was the usual place for 
royal activities that pertained to the 
Lord. For instance, kings were cus-
tomarily crowned by the pillar (see 
II Kings 11:14).

tee him and the nation a glorious 
political and economic future. Josiah 
believed a right relationship with 
God was its own reward, whatever 
the circumstances of life might be. 
The king summoned the leaders 
of the nation and the capital city to 
lead the populace of Judah in renew-
ing their long-neglected and forgot-
ten covenant with the Lord (vs. 1).

King Josiah and the elders made a 
royal procession the short distance 
from the palace to the temple. In the 
temple courtyards everyone who 
could attend the ceremony gathered: 
people from the countryside and 
city, priests and prophets, nobil-
ity and commoners (vs. 2a). When 
approaching a holy God, everyone 
is on the same plane, regardless of 
economic or social status.

Josiah himself—not Hilkiah the 
priest, Shaphan the secretary, or Jer-
emiah the prophet—read the Book 
of the Covenant to the assembly. 
He read the Book of the Cov enant 
in its entirety (vss. 2b, 3a). Whether 
the Book of the Covenant was the 
same as the Book of the Law (see 
22:8, 11) or just the part of it detail-
ing the covenant and its attendant 
blessings and curses is unclear. If the 
Book of the Law was Deuter onomy, 
the Book of the Covenant may 
have been all or parts of chapters 5 
through 28. Exodus 24:7 attaches the 
title Book of the Cove nant to Exo-
dus 20—23, a concise statement of 
Israel’s covenant with the Lord.

Ask Yourself . . . How could I renew 
my commitment to God this week? 

Figurines of the goddess Astarte were 
made by the Israelites during their 
years of unfaithfulness to the Lord. In 
keeping with his renewal of the cove-
nant, Josiah ordered the people of God 
to destroy all handmade gods, and 
rededicate their lives to the living God.

Photo: Louvre Museum/Public Domain
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102 Lesson 12

II Kings 23:26-30

II Kings 23:425 in Brief

Josiah embarked on a systematic 
campaign to root out idolatry in 
Jerusalem, Judah, and the part of 
Israel that he had access to. He paid 
particular attention to purifying 
the temple of images and shrines 
erected by earlier kings, notably 
Manasseh and Amon. Josiah finally 
removed the shrines Solomon had 
built for his pagan wives. He also 
completely demolished Jeroboam’s 
altar at Bethel and desecrated the 
site in fulfillment of prophecy.

The campaign against idolatry 
undoubtedly covered years of time, 
starting in the 18th year when the 
covenant was initially renewed. In 
that watershed 18th year, Josiah 
held a Passover celebration that sur-
passed in organization and attention 
to detail given the Passover of King 
Hezekiah.

Josiah Dies in Battle 
(II Kings 23:2630)

While Josiah was king, Pharaoh 
Necho king of Egypt went up 
to the Euphrates River to help 
the king of Assyria. King Josiah 
marched out to meet him in battle, 
but Necho faced him and killed 
him at Megiddo. —II Kings 23:29

In spite of the religious reforms 
of King Josiah and the sincere 

Josiah pledged himself in the 
presence of all the dignitaries and 
ordinary citizens to be the Lord’s 
servant—to keep every kind of com-
mand and statute of the law to the 
best of his ability. Following the 
king’s example, all of the people 
at the covenant renewal ceremony 
also pledged themselves to obey it 
(23:3b). 

In this way, Josiah followed 
in the steps of Moses (see Exod. 
24:3-8), Joshua (see Josh. 24), Sam-
uel (see I Sam. 11:14—12:25), and 
Jehoiada the priest (see II Kings 
11:17). He also set the stage for later 
reformers such as Ezra and Nehe-
miah (see Neh. 9—10).

Jerusalem

NECHO

JOSIAH

Megiddo

Tyre

Riblah

Plain of
Megiddo

Necho appoints Jehoiakim
as king of Judah;

replaces Jehoahaz his brother

Josiah killed
near Megiddo

Necho assists
the Assyrians

JUDAH

d
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103Lesson 12

II Kings 23:26-30

that “against the king of Assyria,” 
but sources outside the Bible reveal 
that Pharaoh Necho assisted the 
fading Assyrian Empire against 
the emerging Babylonians. Josiah’s 
intervention prevented the Egyp-
tians from reaching the Assyrians in 
time to be of much help.  

Ask Yourself . . . What kinds of battles 
do I anticipate in the coming weeks? 

Josiah’s army intercepted the 
Egyptians at Megiddo, a fortress 
guarding a narrow pass across the 
ridge of Mount Carmel. The pha-
raoh advised Josiah that he had no 
military ambitions against Judah 
and claimed that he was going to 
war in a great hurry at the com-
mand of God (see II Chron. 35:21). 
But Josiah disguised himself so the 
Egyptians would not pursue him as 
the commander-in-chief, attacked 
the Egyptians, and was mortally 
wounded in a volley from their 
archers (see vss. 22, 23). 

Josiah’s forces brought him to 
Jerusalem, where he died and 
was buried (see II Chron. 35:24). 
The prophet Jeremiah composed 
laments for the godly king that were 
performed regularly in his honor 
(vs. 25). Judah then made Josiah’s 
third son, Jehoahaz, king (II Kings 
23:30). It may be that elders of Judah 
thought Jehoahaz would be more 
acceptable to the Egyptians than his 
older brothers. Or since Jehoahaz’s 
mother was from Libnah (see vs. 31), 
a city traditionally rebellious, they 
may have wanted Jehoahaz on the 
throne to pacify this strategic out-
post on the Judah-Egypt frontier.

repentance of his heart, the sentence 
of judgment remained upon the 
southern kingdom of Judah (vs. 26). 
The depravity represented by King 
Manasseh was too deeply rooted 
in the lives of the people. Events 
would quickly reveal that the spiri-
tual fervor that was so genuine in 
Josiah’s spirit was a passing fad with 
the people as a whole. Whatever 
cooperation they gave to Josiah was 
apparently not genuine. God knows 
the motivations of the human heart 
and nothing gets by Him. 

The Lord knew that He had to 
remove Judah from the land defiled 
by their sins so that He could begin 
afresh after the Babylonian captivity 
with a purified remnant.

Meanwhile, Judah, Jerusalem, and 
the temple Solomon had built from 
David’s God-given plans would 
experience divine rejection and judg-
ment for a season (vs. 27). Even long 
after the temple had been destroyed 
by the Babylonians, Daniel would 
pray toward Jeru salem (see Dan. 
6:10). When the Lord had said of the 
temple, “My Name shall be there” 
(see I Kings 8:29), He had invested 
Jerusalem with a special significance.

After alluding to the remainder of 
Josiah’s deeds recorded in the offi-
cial annals of Judah’s kings (II Kings 
23:28), the writer of Kings recorded 
Josiah’s attempt to prevent an Egyp-
tian army from marching through 
Judah on its way to Carchemish on 
the upper reaches of the Euphrates 
River (vs. 29). The Hebrew text liter-
ally says the Egyptians were “going 
up to the king of Assyria.” The King 
James Version of the Bible translated 

2409222-DBSS_SB.indb   1032409222-DBSS_SB.indb   103 5/7/21   1:39 PM5/7/21   1:39 PM



104 Lesson 12

II Kings 23:31-35; II Chronicles 34:1—36:4

Babylonians. Necho deposed Jeho-
ahaz on the spot and made his 
older brother Eliakim king of Judah 
instead. To further show his control 
of the situation in Judah, Pharaoh 
Necho changed Eliakim’s throne 
name to Jehoiakim. Jehoahaz was 
taken in chains to Egypt where he 
died. Jehoiakim assumed the throne 
in Jerusalem and taxed Judah heav-
ily to pay annual tribute to Egypt.

II Kings 23:3135;  
II Chronicles 34:1—36:4 in Brief

The Egyptians did not like the 
elevation of Jehoahaz to the throne 
of Judah. Pharaoh Necho sum-
moned Jehoahaz to him at Riblah, 
the Egyptian command post in 
northern Syria for his campaign 
with the Assyrians against the 

The Carmel ridge at Wadi Ara. Necho 
and his Egyptian army passed through 
this area and clashed with Josiah’s 
troops in Megiddo.

Photo: Hanay
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