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MANASSEH TO JOSIAH

Manasseh

When Hezekiah finally died, aged fifty-four, his son Manasseh, a boy

aged twelve, became king.

Manasseh not only undid all the good work that his father had done,

but went to absolute extremes the other way. In a reign of fifty-two years

he reintroduced idolatry of every sort, putting idols even in the Temple,

practised every kind of abomination that he could think of including magic

and even ‘passing his children through the fire to Moloch’, and ‘filled

Jerusalem from end to end with innocent blood’. If this was not enough,

he persuaded the people to follow in his ways, to abandon God, and to

annoy God in every possible way. There was never another king before

or after who was as wicked as Manasseh, not even Ahab king of Israel.

God then decreed the eventual destruction of Jerusalem.

[According to one account Assyrian generals came to Jerusalem and

took Manasseh in chains to Babylon 1 where he repented, prayed to God,

and was returned to his reign in Jerusalem. There he started to undo some

of his bad deeds, worshipped God and told the people to do so, but it

seems that this was too late and had very little effect.]

When he died, his son took over, carried on in the bad early ways of

his father, and even added to them. But he lasted only two years and was

assassinated. The people killed the assassins and appointed his son Josiah

as king.

1. Assyrians to Babylon? So it says.
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Josiah

Josiah was a boy of eight years old when he was made king. He was

not wicked like his father or grandfather, but was on the contrary a great

reformer like his great-grandfather Hezekiah.

It seems to have started in the twelfth year of his reign, when he was

twenty. 2 First he cleansed the Temple, removing all traces of idolatry

that had been planted there, mostly by Manasseh. But the whole country

was riddled with idolatry of various descriptions, and starting with

Jerusalem he rooted out, destroyed, burned or contaminated every trace of

idolatry that he found everywhere. Some of these had been placed by

Solomon for his foreign wives, and Hezekiah had overlooked them, but

Josiah destroyed them.

Next he went north into Bethel and the region of Samaria, from which

most of the population had been deported by the Assyrians, destroyed the

altar of Jeroboam the First and cleansed all traces of idolatry there, killing

the priests of the idols and burning their bones on the altars of the idols,

so as to contaminate the altars. He then continued his campaign

throughout the former kingdom of Israel, where there was nobody there

to stop him; the Assyrians were too busy elsewhere to interfere.

In the eighteenth year of his reign he sent a message to Hilkiah the

High Priest that he should use the money people brought to the Temple

to buy materials and pay workmen to repair the Temple, as Joash had

done about two hundred years earlier, and likewise not to keep accounts

but take everyone on trust. This was done, and in the process Hilkiah

found a Sefer Torah in the Temple which he gave to Shafan the scribe to

read. It seems that all other copies of the Torah had been lost and

forgotten! Shafan read it and then took it to Josiah and read it to him.

Josiah was shocked and tore his clothes when he read the punishments and

2. This follows the account in Chronicles. The account in Kings suggests that all
this took place later after he received Hulda’s message – see later.
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realised how angry God must be with the people who had taken no notice

of what was in the book and not followed its instructions – what God told

them to do and what not to do.

He sent a group of people to ask Huldah the prophetess what would

happen. She replied that God was about to punish Judah with all the

punishments stated in the book (the Torah), it was too late to undo all the

damage that Manasseh had done. However, since the king, Josiah, had

torn his clothes and cried and humbled himself before God, they would

not take place in his lifetime. He would spend the rest of his life and die

in peace, and would not live to see all the calamities.

When the king heard this, he summoned all the leaders of the people,

read out to them from the Torah, and made a new covenant to follow the

ways of God.

The next thing he did, still in the eighteenth year of his reign, was to

make a grand celebration of the Pesach, just as Hezekiah had done, but

unlike Hezekiah he was able to do it at the correct time, on the fourteenth

of Nisan. This was followed by the Festival of Matsot. There was no such

celebration since the time of the Judges, and never a king who returned

to God with all his soul, before or after him, like Josiah. In all he made

every effort to get God to change his mind and to avert the calamity, but

it was too late, as we will see.

Five years later, there was a battle further north when the Assyrian king

was fighting against the Babyloian and Median armies that were

destroying the Assyrian empire. Pharaoh Necho of Egypt started to take

his army through Judah and Israel along the coast road, to help the king

of Assyria. 3 Josiah took an army to try to stop him. Pharaoh asked him

not to interfere, he would not attack Judah or Israel, he was only passing

3. From Landy, supported by Josephus.
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through, but Josiah took no notice. Probably in his hatred of the Assyrians

he wanted to see them destroyed and did not want Pharaoh to help them.

Anyway he tried to stop Pharaoh’s army in a narrow pass at Megiddo, but

an Egyptian archer shot him, and fatally wounded him. He was taken back

to Jerusalem where he died. Jeremiah the navi, whom we will meet later,

wrote an elegy mourning him.

His early death, at the age of thirty-one, was not a punishment but a

kindness, to get him out of the way before the calamities began, so that

he should not live to see them.
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