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Lesson 11 89

a Hezekiah Trusts  
in the Lord  
(II Kings 18:18)

Hezekiah trusted in the Lord, the 
God of Israel. There was no one 
like him among all the kings of 
Judah, either before him or after 
him. —II Kings 18:5

Hoshea was the last king of Israel. 
At the end of his reign Assyria cap-
tured Samaria and deported the 
population of the northern kingdom 
(see 17:1-6). During the third year of 
Hoshea’s reign, Hezekiah began to 
reign over Judah (18:1). 

Hezekiah joined Asa and antici-
pated Josiah as the three kings 
commended for following David’s 
example of godliness (18:3; see  
I Kings 15:11; II Kings 22:2). Heze-
kiah totally removed the high 
places, something his predeces-
sors had not done (18:4). Asa and 
Jehoshaphat had removed pagan 
high places but left the high places 
where worship of the Lord was 
conducted (see I Kings 15:11-14; 
22:43). Even Solomon had toler-
ated the high places (see 3:2, 3). 

But Hezekiah launched a campaign 
against them as thorough as his 
assault on the sacred stones of Baal 
and the poles of Asherah (II Kings 
18:4a). 

Hezekiah went so far in his zeal 
for pure worship of the Lord as to 
destroy a national treasure—the 
bronze serpent Moses had made 
700 years before to avert disaster in 
the wilderness (see Num. 21:9)—
because people had begun to wor-
ship it as an idol (II Kings 18:4b). 
When it came to trusting in God to 
take care of things, Hezekiah was 
the best of the kings of Judah (vs. 5). 
Josiah would be said to be the great-
est in keeping the Law (see 23:25).  

There was a strong personal 
dimension to the way Hezekiah 
“held fast” to the Lord and “kept the 
commands” of the law (18:6). When 
Hezekiah cleansed the temple and 
celebrated the Passover, he invited 
the Israelites from the northern 
tribes (see II Chron. 29—30). To 
accommodate travel from northern 
tribes, Hezekiah delayed the Pass-
over a month (see Num. 9:10, 11;  
II Chron. 30:3). He permitted 
unclean northerners to eat the Pass-
over and prayed for their forgive-

The Lord  
Spares Jerusalem
II Kings 18—21; II Chronicles 29—33
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90 Lesson 11

II Kings 18:9-16

capturing the Philistine territories 
that had troubled his father so and 
had prompted Ahaz to submit to the 
Assyrians in the first place (vs. 8; see 
II Chron. 28:16-21).

Assyria 
Invades Judah 
(II Kings 18:916)

In the fourteenth year of King 
Hezekiah’s reign, Sennacherib king 
of Assyria attacked all the fortified 
cities of Judah and captured them. 
 —II Kings 18:13

In the fourth year of Hezekiah’s 
coregency with his father King 
Ahaz. Shalmaneser of Assyria 
invaded Israel and laid siege to its 
capital, Samaria. After three brutal 
years (ending in 722 b.c.), Samaria 
fell to the Assyrians and the people 
of Israel were deported and resettled 
in three widely separated areas of 
Mesopotamia along the Assyrian 
line of march home (vss. 9-11). The 
towns of the Medes lay in the far 
eastern part of the empire, where 
recent Assyrian conquests had 
occurred.

ness. He even extended the celebra-
tion another week because of its joy. 
Worship for Christians should also 
be a time of celebration. 

Ask Yourself . . . What aspect of wor-
ship do I enjoy the most? 

The writer of Kings focused more 
on the political aspects of Hezeki-
ah’s reign and looked ahead to some 
things that happened later in his 
reign to commend him for trusting 
God for the strength to break free 
from mighty Assyria (II Kings 18:7). 
God also gave Hezekiah success in 

b

In his zeal for God, Hezekiah even 
destroyed the bronze serpent of Moses 
because the people had begun to wor-
ship it. 

Art: Gustave Doré (1832-1883) Public Domain
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II Kings 18:9-16

nacherib. During the latter part of 
his reign, Sargon had been occupied 
with trouble in Babylon. Probably 
during that time (710–705 b.c.), 
Hezekiah had broken with Assyria 
and invaded Philistia (see vss. 7, 8). 

Sennacherib had conquered 
Phoenicia and retaken Philistia 
before turning his attention to 
Judah. That’s why he approached 
from the southwest with Lachish 
as his base of operations. Faced 
with the most awesome army in 
the world, Hezekiah sued for peace 
using the terminology of ancient 

The writer of Kings did 
not attribute the fall of 
Samaria to the superior 
military strength of the 
Assyrians or to any failure 
of Israel in military or dip-
lomatic strategy. The reason 
for the Israelites’ fall was 
their abandonment of God. 
They had once sworn total 
allegiance to the covenant 
Moses had brought down 
from Mount Sinai (vs. 12). 
That covenant had been 
renewed many times and 
broken many times. Finally 
the merciful patience of the 
Lord had expired, and the 
people suffered judgment 
for their sins.  

Ask Yourself . . . How has God dem-
onstrated His patience with me? 

In 701 b.c., 21 years after the fall 
of the northern kingdom of Israel, 
during the 14th year of Hezekiah’s 
sole reign over Judah, Sennacherib 
of Assyria invaded and captured 
46 fortified towns in the Judean 
foothills that protected various 
approaches to Jerusalem, including 
Lachish [LAY-kish] (vs. 13). Sar-
gon had been emperor of Assyria 
between Shalmaneser and Sen-

Relief found in the ruins of 
Nineveh. Sennacherib is 
seated on his throne 
receiving the spoils of Lach-
ish as the inhabitants of the 
town plead for their lives.

Photo: Zunkir/Louvre Museum
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II Kings 18:17-25

Jerusalem (vs. 17; see vss. 31, 32). 
Perhaps he was surprised at the 
wealth of Jerusalem and suspected 
there was much more. Perhaps he 
wanted to end any further threat of 
rebellion in the western extremities 
of his empire.

The Assyrian officials approached 
Jerusalem from the northwest and 
“stopped at the aqueduct of the 
Upper Pool, on the road to the 
Washerman’s Field” (vs. 17). These 
landmarks represent the same site 
where Isaiah told King Ahaz, the 
father of Hezekiah, about a young 
woman, still a virgin, who would 
give birth to a son who would be 
a sign of deliverance. Ahaz had 
refused the sign and Isaiah had pre-
dicted that in punishment the Lord 
would bring the Assyrians on Judah 
(see Isa. 7:3, 14-17).   

The three Assyrian officials hailed 
the watchmen of Jerusalem and 
asked to speak with King Hezekiah 
(II Kings 18:18). The king in turn 
sent three of his chief officials to 
negotiate with the Assyrians. Heze-
kiah did not dishonor his crown 
by dealing personally with anyone 
lower in rank than himself. 

The field commander used the 
occasion of his opening comments 
to Hezekiah’s officials to speak in 
Hebrew (see vs. 26) to all of the 
guards and ordinary citizens lining 
the walls to see and hear the exotic 
spokesmen for the mightiest empire 
in the world. The purpose of his 
comments was to convince the resi-
dents of Jerusalem that resistance 
to Sennacherib was futile and that 
loyalty to Hezekiah was foolish.

Middle Eastern treaties. “I have 
done wrong” (vs. 14) means “I have 
sinned” in the sense of breaking 
the terms of the treaty. The verbs 
translated “pay” and “demand” also 
translate standard treaty words.

Sennacherib demanded 300 tal-
ents (about 11 tons) of silver and 30 
talents (about one ton) of gold from 
Judah as suitable penalty for rebel-
ling against Assyria. To meet the 
Assyrian demand, Hezekiah emptied 
the treasuries of the temple and the 
royal court. Then he stripped the 
gold from the doors and doorposts 
of the temple (vss. 15, 16). Judah’s 
humiliation was complete. Assyrian 
records indicate that Hezekiah went 
well beyond what was required by 
sending Sennacherib 800 talents of 
silver along with the 30 talents of 
gold.

Assyria 
Belittles Judah 
(II Kings 18:1725)

You say you have counsel and the 
might for war—but you speak only 
empty words. On whom are you 
depending, that you rebel against 
me? —II Kings 18:20

Instead of withdrawing his 
armies after receiving tribute from 
Hezekiah, Sennacherib sent three of 
his chief officials along with a siz-
able contingent of troops to demand 
the unconditional surrender of 

c
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II Kings 18:17-25

domestic policies. They assumed 
that the populace of Jerusalem 
would be unhappy about losing the 
high places and being required to 
worship at the temple alone.

The field commander went 
through his three points again. 
Judah was weak: even if Assyria 
gave Judah 2000 horses to even the 
odds a bit, Judah couldn’t put riders 
on them (vs. 23). Egypt was a use-
less ally: even with Egyptian help 
Judah couldn’t beat the weakest unit 
in the Assyrian army (vs. 24). Final-
ly, the Judahites couldn’t expect 
divine help: the Lord Himself had 
sent Assyria to judge Judah (vs. 25). 
Perhaps the Assyrians knew about 
the prophecies of Isaiah and Micah 
(see Isa. 7:17; Mic. 1:2-16).

The field commander called into 
question any confidence Jerusalem 
had about resisting the Assyrian 
army. He belittled the strength and 
strategy of Judah. He mocked the 
support that Egypt, Judah’s main 
ally, could provide. He compared 
Egypt to a splintered papyrus reed 
that would pierce the hand of any-
one foolish enough to lean on it for 
support (vss. 19-21).

Ask Yourself . . . Has anyone ever 
mocked my faith? 

Finally, the field commander sug-
gested that Hezekiah’s reform policy 
of removing the popular high places 
had angered the Lord to the point 
that He would not assist Judah in 
battle (vs. 22). The Assyrians had 
good intelligence about Hezekiah’s 

RABSHAKAH
Warrior Cupbearer

“Field commander” (II Kings 18:19) translates the title Rabshakah, 

which means “chief cupbearer.” For centuries wine and food tasters 

in the courts of Eastern emperors had been trusted personal friends of 

the rulers. So many had become advisers and officials that domestic 

titles had become technical political terms, in this case for the field 

commander of Sennacherib’s entire army.
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II Kings 18:26-37

speaking in Hebrew, which every-
one on the city wall understood, and 
to continue negotiating in Aramaic, 
the diplomatic language of the 
entire ancient Middle East (vs. 26). 
They recognized the potential for a 
breakdown of morale in Jerusalem 
if people began to pass around the 
Assyrian message with the typical 
embellishments and exaggerations 
that accompany rumors and gossip.

Obviously the Assyrian chief com-
mander was interested in destroying 
morale. The impending battle, he 
insisted, was less of a personal con-
cern to the kings and the diplomats, 
who stood above the fray, than it was 
to the ordinary citizens, who would 
end up eating and drinking their 
own bodily wastes by the end of a 
siege they were doomed to lose (vs. 
27). This was no-holds-barred propa-
ganda and psychological warfare.  

The chief commander abandoned 
all pretense to speak to the del-
egates from Hezekiah and directly 
ad dressed the citizenry on the walls. 
He called Sennacherib “the great 
king, the king of Assyria” (vs. 28), 
but he would not honor Hezekiah 
with a title. Repeatedly he told the 
people on the wall not to pay any 
attention to the foolish pronounce-
ments of Hezekiah (vss. 29-32a).

The chief commander urged the 
citizens of Jerusalem to embrace the 
promise of “the king of Assyria” 
(vs. 31)—a real monarch—who 
promised them a happy life, even 
if it did involve forced resettlement 
hundreds of miles away. His mes-
sage came down to this: choose Sen-
nacherib and you choose life; choose 

d

Siege  
Warfare

In the ancient Middle East, 
many military operations 
ended with the siege of a 
capital city. The besieging 
army surrounded its target, 
cut off all supplies, and 
starved the defenders. Siege 
forces lived off the land, 
destroying trees, crops, and 
livestock for miles around. 

The besieged city hoped 
their supplies would last until 
the besiegers themselves 
were out of food. The 
besieged ultimately suffered 
from plague, cannibalism, 
and desperate practices such 
as those described in II Kings 
18:27.

Assyria 
Belittles Hezekiah  
(II Kings 18:2637)

This is what the king says: Do not 
let Hezekiah deceive you. He can-
not deliver you from my hand. 
 —II Kings 18:29

As soon as they could break in, 
the officials of Hezekiah appealed 
to the Assyrian delegation to stop 
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unusual for the Christian under 
stress.

Ask Yourself . . . What gives me confi-
dence during stressful times?

 II Kings 19—21;  
II Chronicles 29—33 in Brief

In response to Sennacherib’s 
threats, Hezekiah showed why 
he was renowned for trusting the 
Lord. He sent to the prophet Isaiah 

Hezekiah and you choose death.  
Finally, the Assyrian delegation 

insulted the Lord by equating Him 
with idols. Certainly this angered 
God, and it may have stirred the 
tempers of even the least spiritual 
people of Judah. The logic of the 
chief commander was simple. No 
god of the countless cities and states 
Assyria had conquered had deliv-
ered its worshipers. The territories 
he named started at the northern 
extremity of the promised land and 
moved closer, ending with Israel, 
represented by its capital, Samaria. 
If the Lord had not protected 
Samaria, He would not deliver Jeru-
salem either (vss. 32b-35).  

In spite of the persuasive argu-
ments for surrender that the Assyrian 
delegation presented to the people 
of Jerusalem, public discipline did 
not break down. King Hezekiah had 
instructed the guards and the people 
not to respond to Assyrian threats 
or pleas, and they didn’t (vs. 36). 
Contrary to the disdain the Assyrians 
showed King Hezekiah, the residents 
of Jerusalem trusted their king and 
had confidence in him.

The three delegates from Heze-
kiah had no illusions about the 
seriousness of their situation. They 
returned to King Hezekiah to report 
what the Assyrians said with their 
clothes torn in sorrow and dismay 
(vs. 37). Even while they had confi-
dence in Hezekiah and faith in the 
Lord, they recognized the hardships 
they faced and the blasphemy they 
had heard. 

Some wavering between discour-
agement and confidence is also not 

This stone relief from Sennacherib’s 
palace in Nineveh may be a depiction 
of the mighty Assyrian king.

Photo: Timo Roller/Louvre Museum
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II Kings 19—21; II Chronicles 29—33

Through Isaiah the Lord promised 
that Sennacherib would never 
attack Jeru salem. That night the 
angel of the Lord killed 185,000 of 
Sennacherib’s troops in their sleep. 
Sennacherib went home, where he 
was assassinated some years later 
by his own sons.

Even though he was a godly king, 
Hezekiah’s pride sowed seeds of 
destruction for Judah. Sometime 
before Sennacherib’s threat, Heze-
kiah nearly died. In response to his 
prayers, the Lord extended Heze-
kiah’s life by 15 years. When a Baby-
lonian delegation came to congratu-
late the king, he boastfully showed 
them the great wealth of Jerusalem. 
Isaiah warned Hezekiah that Baby-
lon would one day carry it all away.

Hezekiah’s son Manasseh suc-
ceeded his father for the longest 
and most wicked reign of any king 
of Judah. The fate of Judah was 
sealed during Manasseh’s reign as 
he set up idols, first in the temple 
courtyards and finally in the temple 
itself. He worshiped the stars and 
consulted mediums. The Chronicler 
reported that Manasseh repented 
near the end of his life, but his son 
Amon ignored Manasseh’s brief 
example of repentance and followed 
his lifelong pattern of wickedness.

the simple request that he pray for 
the Lord’s deliverance. Isaiah sent 
back a prophecy of deliverance. 
Then in response to a threatening 
letter from Sennacherib, Hezekiah 
spread it out before the Lord in the 
temple and prayed for deliverance. 

This prism describes Sennacherib’s 
eight military campaigns and his 
building projects.

Photo: David Castor/Public Domain
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