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Above: Clay
tablet inscribed
in cuneiform
script describes
the Egyptian
campaigns of
Assyria’s King

Ashurbanipal
(668-627 B.C.)
and his reception
of an embassy
from Gyges, king
of Lydia in west
Anatolia.

Sennacherib’s second invasion in 688
B.C. (2 Kings 18:7). Manasseh might
have refused tribute money around
652 B.C. when Ashurbanipal was
busy quelling rebellions elsewhere.
During the two decades of
Assyria’s decline and Babylon’s ascendancy (627-608 B.C.), Judah enjoyed
a measure of freedom from paying tribute money. This period of
relative freedom coincided with the
time of Josiah’s reforms initiated in
622 B.C. In 608 B.C., the Egyptians
reinstituted heavy tribute, and the
Babylonians continued the practice
after 605 B.C.3 Such was the fate
of Judah.
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The Changing Political Scene
The siege of Jerusalem by 185,000
troops occurred in 701 B.C. and is
known as the Sennacherib crisis,
named after the Assyrian king. This
event placed the dominant world
power, Assyria, against a weak vassal
nation, Judah, in a showdown where
only one side would win. Assyria had
an overpowering army and a record
of military success. Judah had a faithful king, Hezekiah, who entrusted the
situation to the Lord. Hezekiah had
a prophet of the Lord named Isaiah.
At the peak of the crisis when it
appeared that Judah would capitulate,
the Assyrian troops died by the hands
of “the angel of the Lord” (2 Kings
19:35). Josephus, a Jewish historian in
the first century A.D., indicated that
Sennacherib’s troops died because
“God had sent a pestilential distemper upon his army.”1
After the failed siege of Jerusalem
in 701 B.C., the Assyrians withdrew
for a while. Yet under Sennacherib’s
successors, Esarhaddon (680-669
B.C.) and Ashurbanipal (668-627
B.C.), the Assyrians marched again.
The Assyrian Empire reached the
zenith of its power in 663 B.C. with
the overthrow of Thebes, deep in
Egyptian territory. Later about 612
B.C., the prophet Nahum ironically used this historic event to
address Assyria’s own vulnerability
(Nah. 3:8).
Some scholars believe Assyria

besieged Jerusalem twice, once in
701 B.C. and again around 688 B.C.
According to this view, Hezekiah paid
tribute to Sennacherib to end the
siege in 701 B.C. Then 13 years later
during a second siege, he entrusted
the fate of Jerusalem to the Lord, who
wiped out 185,000 troops and sent
Sennacherib fleeing back to Assyria.
Scholars who favor this view see a
telescoping of both invasions into one
account in 2 Kings 18. The result was
the same whether Sennacherib invaded once or twice. When Jerusalem
was miraculously spared, the people
developed a theology of Jerusalem’s
inviolability, the belief that Jerusalem
could not be conquered due to divine
protection.2
The major Assyrian king of the
seventh century was Ashurbanipal.
He was an able king, a good administrator, and an efficient consolidator
of power. During the four decades of
his leadership, Assyria remained the
dominant world power. His death in
627 B.C. coupled with the weakness
of his successors and the emergence of
Babylon as a dominant power resulted in the fall of Nineveh, the Assyrian
capital, in 612 B.C. The prophet
Nahum had predicted this result,
concluding his prophecy by writing,
“All who hear the news of you clap
their hands over you. For upon whom
has not come your unceasing evil?”
(Nah. 3:19, RSV) A last-ditch effort to
ally with the Egyptians and to defeat
the Babylonians failed in the battle of
Carchemish in 605 B.C. Assyria was
defeated and became a second-rate
power subservient to the Babylonian
Empire.
How did the international powers affect Judah during the seventh
century B.C.? Judah was a vassal of the Assyrians until the death
of Ashurbanipal in 627 B.C. Vassal
nations were required to pay tribute
money to their overlords in the form
of gold, silver, and other treasures.
The degree of compliance fluctuated
with the relative strength of the current international power’s ability to
enforce the policy. Hezekiah’s refusal
to pay tribute may have triggered
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S THE EIGHTH century
B.C. drew to a close, King
Hezekiah of Judah found his
capital city, Jerusalem, confronted
by 185,000 Assyrian soldiers and a
demand for unconditional surrender.
A hundred years later, toward the
close of the seventh century, Jerusalem
faced threats again, this time from the
Babylonians. During the intervening century, Judah was ruled by two
world powers, governed by six different kings, and confronted by at least
five different prophets. The purpose
of this article is to explore the interrelationships between world powers,
Judah’s kings, and God’s prophets.
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Judah’s Kings and Prophets in the
Seventh Century B.C.
During the seventh century B.C.,
Judah was ruled successively by
Hezekiah (715-687 B.C.), Manasseh
(687-642 B.C.), Amon (642-640
B.C.), Josiah (640-609 B.C.), Jehoahaz
(609 B.C.), and Jehoiakim (609-598
B.C.).5 Of these kings, only Hezekiah
and Josiah received a favorable rating, doing that which was “right in
the eyes of the Lord” (2 Kings 18:3;
22:2). The remaining four kings had
reputations for doing that which
was “evil in the sight of the Lord”
(21:2,20; 23:32,37). Further, Amon
and Jehoahaz reigned so briefly, their
kingships are of little historical significance beyond indicating they carried Judah along an evil path.
The memorable event of
Hezekiah’s reign, as mentioned earlier, was the Sennacherib crisis and
Jerusalem’s miraculous deliverance.
Out of this deliverance arose the
dangerous theology of Jerusalem’s
inviolability. Isaiah was the prophet
of Judah during Hezekiah’s reign.

Above: Hypostyle
Hall of Rameseum
at Thebes, Egypt.
Assyria’s King
Ashurbanipal conquered Egypt’s
capital city,
Thebes, in 663 B.C.
and brought Egypt
under Assyrian
domination.
Judah’s prophet
Nahum challenged
Nineveh by saying,
“Are you better
than Thebes,… she
became an exile;
she went into captivity,…You also
will seek refuge
from the enemy”
(3:8-11, HCSB).

Right: Stone
record of
Assyria’s King
Esarhaddon
restoring
Babylon, dated
about 670 B.C.
Sennacherib,
Esarhaddon’s
father, had
conquered
and destroyed
Babylon about
689. Almost
immediately
upon taking the
throne after his
father’s death,
Esarhaddon
began extensive
restoration work
in Babylon.
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On the whole, neither Assyria
nor Babylon forced vassal nations
to adopt their religious beliefs or
practices. During Hezekiah’s reign,
Judah moved toward the exclusive
worship of Yahweh. However, his son
Manasseh moved the nation toward
syncretistic religion, mixing Yahweh
worship with the worship of other
gods such as Baal and Asherah. The
priests of the land seemed to equate
correct religious ritual with meaningful worship, thus eliminating ethical
demands as an expression of genuine
religion. The result was the abuse
of the poor and helpless members
of society.
God’s prophets denounced the
sins of the people and declared
impending judgment. Interestingly,
they pointed to the movements of
the world powers, such as Assyria,
Babylon, and Persia as evidence of
divine wrath.4 Only repentance from
sin and reliance on the Lord could
avert the onslaught of the pagan
powers.
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tion reads “chemosh-nathan.”

When Hezekiah died, his 12-year-old
son Manasseh ascended the throne
and reigned for 55 years.
For the most part King Manasseh
was a loyal vassal to Ashurbanipal.
In 652 B.C., the Assyrian overlord
was distracted with rebellion in other
parts of the empire. Manasseh possibly took the opportunity to withhold tribute resulting in his own
temporary exile (2 Chron. 33:11).
From the perspective of Judah’s historian, Manasseh’s compliance with

Above left: A lapis
lazuli Moabite seal
from Ur, perhaps
that of a merchant
who traveled to
Mesopotamia;
dated 7th cent.
B.C. The inscrip-

Left: A selection
of bronze arrowheads of various
types used during the Battle
of Carchemish
in 605 B.C.
Nebuchadnezzar
and the
Babylonian army
defeated the
Assyrians along
with Egypt’s army
at Carchemish,
Assyria was no
more.

Assyria together with his encouragement of pagan religions spelled
doom for Judah (2 Kings 21:10-15).
Some scholars believe that Manasseh
was responsible for Isaiah’s death in
687 B.C. However, another prophetic
voice rose during Manasseh’s reign,
that of Nahum, who began his ministry about 663 B.C. After Manasseh’s
death, Amon, his son and successor,

continued to enact his father’s policies during his brief reign—before
being assassinated by his own
servants in 640 B.C.6
Judah’s future seemed to brighten
when Josiah, an eight-year-old boy,
became king. Led by godly counselors, the king moved Judah back
toward the exclusive worship of
Yahweh. One prophet, Zephaniah,
decried the spiritual decline in Judah
that Josiah inherited from his father
and grandfather. He called for humility and repentance and promised
harsh judgment on the unrepentant
(Zeph. 1:4–2:3). Zephaniah’s promise
of divine restoration (3:9-20) reflected the hopefulness that began to
emerge during Josiah’s reign.
During the late seventh century
significant events happened frequently and prophets spoke often.
Jeremiah the prophet was called to
prophesy in Josiah’s 13th year, or
627 B.C. (Jer. 1:2). Part of Jeremiah’s
call experience included a vision of a
boiling pot facing from the north (vv.
13-16). The vision meant that political turmoil brewing in the north
would spill over and affect Judah.
Jeremiah’s vision came to pass in historical terms when Asshurbanipal,
the great king died in 627 B.C. In 612
B.C., Babylon conquered Nineveh,
the capital of Assyria; the Babylonians
subsequently entered Jerusalem
in 605 B.C.
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Left: Relief from
Nineveh’s North
Palace depicts
Assyria’s King
Ashurbanipal
(668-627 B.C.),
with his distinctive pointed
hat, involved in
a lion hunt. Two
attendants hold
the lion back
with their spears
while the king
puts his bow
down and draws
his sword to kill
it. Ashurbanipal
was the last great
Assyrian king. He
was a contemporary of Manasseh,
Amon, and
Josiah, all kings
of Judah.
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Perceiving the threat and possible invasion from Assyria’s
King Sennacherib, Judah’s King
Hezekiah determined to do two
things: to keep water from the
Assyrian armies and to make sure
Jerusalem had water even if the
city was besieged. Laboring from
both ends and towards the middle, workers dug a 581-yard long
tunnel that diverted water from
the Gihon Spring into Jerusalem.
An inscription, which was
discovered in 1880, describes the
completion of Hezekiah’s tunnel:
the tunneling; and this was how
the tunneling was completed: As

In 622 B.C., Josiah’s 18th year,
workers repairing the temple discovered a book of the law. King Josiah
led a reform based on the mandates
of the law. Judah seemed to be once
again on the right track and Judah’s
historian said the king “did what was
right in the eyes of the Lord” (2 Kings
22:2, RSV). Unfortunately, Josiah
died at Megiddo in 609 B.C. trying to
prevent Egypt’s Pharaoh Neco from
assisting the Assyrians against the
Babylonians in the north. The people
of the land made his son Jehoahaz
king, but the Egyptians deposed him
after only three months and put his
pro-Egypt brother Jehoiakim on
the throne.
Jehoiakim (609-598 B.C.) was the
last king of Judah during the seventh
century B.C. He did evil in the sight
of the Lord (23:36-37). He opposed
Jeremiah the prophet, destroying a

[the laborers employed]
their picks, each crew toward the
other, and while there were still
three cubits remaining, the voices
of the man calling out
to each other [could be heard],
since it got louder on the right
[and lef]t. The day the
opening was made, the stonecutters hacked toward each other,
pick against pick.
And the water flowed from the
source to the pool [twel]ve hundred cubits,
despite the fact that the height of
the rock above the stonecutters’
heads was one hundred cubits.

scroll containing the word of the
Lord (Jer. 36). This king was the
direct opposite of his father, Josiah.
Jehoiakim despised true prophecy
and encouraged the worship of false
gods. When Jeremiah counseled submission to the Babylonians, Jehoiakim
scoffed. Neither the king nor the people believed the Babylonians could
conquer Jerusalem. They believed the
city was inviolable. After all, the Lord
had miraculously delivered Jerusalem
a century earlier under similar conditions during the Sennacherib crisis. The people believed Yahweh was
in His temple and the Babylonians
could not overthrow Him. The Lord
sent Jeremiah to tell the people, “do
not trust in these deceptive words . . .
‘the temple of the Lord’ ” (Jer. 7:4).
Habakkuk, another prophet of the
seventh century, prophesied between
609-605 B.C., during Jehoiakim’s

early years. Habakkuk disparaged
Jerusalem’s unbridled sin and lack of
repentance. He cried out to the Lord,
questioning God’s silence during such
a time of relentless evil (Hab. 1:2-4).
God’s answer surprised and confused
Habakkuk. The Lord indicated that
He was about to judge Judah’s sins by
using the Babylonians.7 Thus God’s
word to Habakkuk harmonized
with His word to Jeremiah. The
Babylonians would be the instrument the Lord used to judge the
sins of His people.
Seven Lessons from the Seventh
Century
What can we learn from the seventh
century B.C.? First, God’s people
usually are subjected to the powers
of this world and must find ways
to be loyal to the Lord within the
context of subservience to others.
Second, the Lord is sovereign over
all nations and kings. He uses them
for His purposes. Third, no place on
earth is inviolable. If Jerusalem could
fall, every city is vulnerable. Fourth,
divine protection issues out of a
faithful relationship with God. Fifth,
God utilizes prophets to confront
His people’s sins and to warn them of
judgment. Sixth, God’s word cannot
be destroyed or stopped. His word is
truth and the truth shall come to pass.
Seventh, we should never give up on
the Lord, even when those around
us seemingly get ahead by sinning.
The Lord will make things right in
His time and in His way.
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