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So they took Jesus …  they crucified him … they took his clothes and divided them into four parts … they also took his tunic … this was to fulfill what the scripture says … After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfill the scripture), ‘I am thirsty’ … So they put a sponge … to his mouth. When Jesus had received the wine, he said, ‘It is finished’ …  Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit … These things occurred so that the scripture might be fulfilled (John 19).
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Hezekiah, Sennacherib and Isaiah 

Some of our students are presently studying the prophets and on the prophet Isaiah they must complete an assignment. In this newsletter we help them by focussing on one important event in the life of Isaiah: the confrontation between the king of Judah, Hezekiah, and the Assyrian monarch, Sennacherib. It all hapenned in 701 BC. When Sargon II died in 705 he was succeeded by his son, Sennacherib. This change from the old to the new king inspired the Assyrian vassals in Syria-Palestine to rebel and to liberate themselves from Assyrian power. Amongst other things they refused to pay tribute. Initially nothing happened (or so it seemed) and many must have thought that liberation is close at hand. Sennacherib was so engaged in consilidating his power in the east that he just could not intervene in the west. However, in 702-701 BC Sennacherib began his western campaign. Many states just flung themselves at his feet and little opposition was offered. It was not long before Sennacherib stood at Jerusalem’s entrance.
 
top
This late-eighth-century event is described in the books of Kings (2 Ki 18:13-19:37) and Chronicles (2 Chronicles 32:1-23) as well as in the annals of Sennacherib. Interesting is the discrepancy which occurs in both records: according to the Biblical records Sennacherib suffered a great blow while the opposite is stated in Sennacherib’s records (cf below). One way of solving the problem was to propose a two-campaign theory: during the campaign of 701 BC Sennacherib attacked Jerusalem and forced Hezekiah to pay a huge tribute; during the campaign of 688 BC Sennacherib suffered a major setback. In a recent article by Mordechai Cogan this view is, however, challenged: he clearly illustrated that there was only one western campaign by Sennacherib and that was in 701. In the following paragraphs we would like to focus on the account 2 Kings 18:13-19:37.
 Before we commence we first read Sennacherib’s account of that event. 

top
Sennacherib boasts his conquest of Judah

Sennacherib described the western campaign of 701 BC. He conquered the one city after the other. When he reached Jerusalem Hezekiah was trapped like a bird in a cage. He could not move, so to speak. Sennacherib forced Hezekiah to pay tribute and the Judaean king willingly contributed even more than required.
  

In my third campaign, I marched against Hatti. The awesome splendor of my lordship overwhelmed Lulli, king of Sidon, and he fled overseas and disappear forever. The terrifying nature of the weapon of (the god) Ashur overwhelmed his strong cities …

As for Hezekiah, the Judaean, who had not submitted to my yoke, I besieged forty-six of his fortified walled cities and surrounding small towns, which were without number. Using packed-down ramps, and by applying battering rams, infantry attacks by mines, breeches and siege machines, I conquered (them). I took out 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, horses, mules, donkeys, camels, cattle and sheep, without number, counted them as spoil. Himself (Hezekiah), I locked him up within Jerusalem, his royal city, like a bird in a cage. I surrounded him with earthworks, and made it unthinkable for him to exit by the city gate. His cities which I have despoiled, I cut off from his land and gave them to Mitinti, the king of Ashdod, Padi, king of Ekron and Silli-bel, king of Gaza and thus diminished his land. I imposed upon him in addition to the former tribute, yearly payment and gifts for my lordship. 

top
He, Hezekiah, overwhelmed by the awesome splendor of my lordship, and he sent me after my departure to Nineveh, my royal city, his elite troops and his best soldiers, which he had brought into Jerusalem as reinforcements, with 30 talents of gold, 800 talents of silver, choice antimony    … countless trappings and implements of war, together with his daugthers, his palace women, his male and female singers. He (also) dispatched his personal messanger to deliver the tribute and to do obeisance.

top
Section A: 2 Kings 18:13b-16 – Hezekiah submitted to Sennacherib 

In 2 Kings 18:13-19:37 an extensive account of the event can be found. It can be divided into two sections: Section A: 18:13-16 – a brief depiction of Hezekiah’s sumbmission; Section B: 18:17-19:37 – the deliverance from the Assyrians. The latter section can also be subdivided into B/1 (18:17-19:9a,36) and B/2 (19:9b-35). Below each section is briefly investigated. Note the same people which ‘appear’ in the same sequence: Sennacherib takes the initiative, Hezekiah reacts and Isaiah consoles. The role of Hezekiah differs: in the one description he submits, in the other he sends for Isaiah and in the last rendering he appears ‘in person’ before Yahweh. In B/1 Sennacherib communicated orally through his  Rabshakeh and in B/2 a letter is written. In B/1 as well as in B/2 tension intensifies but is each time ‘defused’ by a word of Isaiah.
 

 top
In Section A: 18:13b-16 Sennacherib’s attack and Hezekiah’s reaction are concisely depicted
: he came to Judah, captured the fortified cities and this arouse great anxiety. Hezekiah saw no way out as to resubmit himself in a very humiliating way and to pay the sum required. Sennacherib demanded a great tribute and Hezekiah even had to strip the temple and the palace to meet the requirements. Compared to Sennacherib’s own rendering of the events Section A ‘agrees in a great measure with Sennacherib’s own account of his Judaean campaign’.

    
top
Section B/1: 2 Kings 18:17-19:9a,36 – Verbal attacks and deliverance   

This scene opens with the Rabshakeh (third in rank in the Assyrian hierarchy) addressing the people and high officials of Jerusalem. He said a few important things to the king and the people. The situation has become unbearable. At a certain stage the Rabshakeh referred to the people sitting on the city wall as those who would ‘eat their own dung and drink their own urine’ (vs 27). 

They Rabshakeh attempted to persuade them by undermining their certainties. First of all he commented on the untrustworthiness of Egypt. Israel was relying on ‘that broken reed of a staff’ which cannot save them. Egypt and its leaders will only increase their misery and hardship: ‘19 The Rabshakeh said to them, “Say to Hezekiah: Thus says the great king, the king of Assyria: On what do you base this confidence of yours? 20 Do you think that mere words are strategy and power for war? On whom do you now rely, that you have rebelled against me? 21 See, you are relying now on Egypt, that broken reed of a staff, which will pierce the hand of anyone who leans on it. Such is Pharaoh king of Egypt to all who rely on him’.

top
Then he refered to Yahweh’s support. Sennacherib only became engaged in this campaign against Jerusalem and Hezekiah because Yahweh ordered it: ‘25 Moreover, is it without the Lord that I have come up against this place to destroy it? The Lord said to me, “Go up against this land, and destroy it”’ Not even Yahweh can be trusted.

God’s powerlessness is also stated. The God of Israel like the gods of the other people is powerless. He is not able to help: ‘Do not listen to Hezekiah when he misleads you by saying, The Lord will deliver us. 33 Has any of the gods of the nations ever delivered its land out of the hand of the king of Assyria? 34 Where are the gods of Hamath and Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena, and Ivvah? Have they delivered Sammaria out of my hand? 35 Who among all the gods of the countries have delivered their countries out of my hand, that the Lord should deliver Jerusalem out of my hand?’. 

top
For the people of Jerusalem there was only one way out: to make a wager with the king of the Assyrians. Should they accept this offer a new life lies ahead. The people should therefore not be deceived by Hezekiah to put their trust in the God of Israel: ‘23 Come now, make a wager with my master the king of Assyria: I will give you two thousand horses, if you are able on your part to set riders on them …31 Do not listen to Hezekiah; for thus says the king of Assyria: “Make your peace with me and come out to me; then every one of you will eat from your own vine and your own fig tree, and drink water from your own cistern, 32 until I come and take you away to a land like your own land, a land of grain and wine, a land of bread and vineyards, a land of olive oil and honey, that you may live and not die”’.

top
Hezekiah’s reaction: When Hezekiah heard all this he was distressed: he tore his cloths, covered himself in sackcloth, went to the temple and sent two of his officials to inform Isaiah about the words of the Rabshakeh. 

The words of Isaiah: When Isaiah heard the threats he sent a word of consolation to Hezekiah: ‘ 6 “Say to your master, ‘Thus says the Lord: Do not be afraid because of the words that you have heard, with which the servants of the king of Assyria have reviled me. 7 I myself will put a spirit in him, so that he shall hear a rumor and return to his own land; I will cause him to fall by the sword in his own land”’.
top
Conclusion: This section ends with the statement that Sennacherib left for Nineveh where he was assassinated: ‘36 Then King Sennacherib of Assyria left, went home, and lived at Nineveh. 37 As he was worshiping in the house of his god Nisroch, his sons Adrammelech and Sharezer killed him with the sword, and they escaped into the land of Ararat. His son Esar-haddon succeeded him’. 

Section B/2: 2 Kings 19:9b-35 – a letter, Hezekiah’s prayer, Isaiah’s consolation

In B/2 the Rabshakeh does not appear again. Sennacherib sent Hezekiah a message by means of a letter. Once again the content is distressing and the hopelessness increasing. In this section Hezekiah’s position is different: there is no intermediary figure and he himself prayed to God. Isaiah’s affirms by means of a long speech that Sennacherib will return with having accomplished the destruction of Jerusalem.  

top
Sennacherib sent a letter where-in he once again stated the powerlessness of Yahweh. He is as powerless as all the other gods of all the other nations which the Assyrians have already conquered: ‘14Hezekiah received the letter from the hand of the messengers and read it; … 10 “Thus shall you speak to King Hezekiah of Judah: Do not let your God on whom you rely deceive you by promising that Jerusalem will not be given into the hand of the king of Assyria. 11 See, you have heard what the kings of Assyria have done to all lands, destroying them utterly. Shall you be delivered?”’
top
Hezekiah hurried himself to the temple where he prayed for deliverance. In his prayer he referred to the blasphemy of the Assyrians: ‘14 Hezekiah received the letter from the hand of the messengers and read it; then Hezekiah went up to the house of the Lord and spread it before the Lord. 15 And Hezekiah prayed before the Lord, and said: “O Lord the God of Israel, who are enthroned above the cherubim, you are God, you alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth; you have made heaven and earth. 16 Incline your ear, O Lord, and hear; open your eyes, O Lord, and see; hear the words of Sennacherib, which he has sent to mock the living God. 17 Truly, O Lord, the kings of Assyria have laid waste the nations and their lands, 18 and have hurled their gods into the fire, though they were no gods but the work of human hands—wood and stone—and so they were destroyed. 19 So now, O Lord our God, save us, I pray you, from his hand, so that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you, O Lord, are God alone.”’

top
Isaiah’s confirmation. Isaiah appeared and in a very lengthy poetic prophecy he scoffed at the Assyrians and confirmed that deliverance will come: ‘20 Then Isaiah son of Amoz sent to Hezekiah, saying, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: I have heard your prayer to me about King Sennacherib of Assyria. 21 This is the word that the Lord has spoken concerning him … 32 “… He shall not come into this city, shoot an arrow there, come before it with a shield, or cast up a siege ramp against it. 33 By the way that he came, by the same he shall return; he shall not come into this city, says the Lord. 34 For I will defend this city to save it, for my own sake and for the sake of my servant David.”’

top
Conclusion: ‘35 That very night the angel of the Lord set out and struck down one hundred eighty-five thousand in the camp of the Assyrians; when morning dawned, they were all dead bodies’.

The merging of the different stories

According to Cogan & Tadmor three stages can be distinguished:  

First B/1 originated: It bears the marks of an authentic description written during the time of Sennacherib’s invasion. The way in which places, people and events were recalled illustrates a closeness to the original events. B/1 was thus ‘composed under the impress of the events themselves’.
 

 top
Due to the traces of the socalled ‘Deuteronomic school’ in B/2 it is possible to state that B/2 came about much later. One example of this school’s influence can be seen in the prayer of Hezekiah: it resembles the language and the expressions found in the socalled Deuteronomistic History (Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings). Another is the positive evaluation of Hezekiah: he was the just king who intervened for the city and the people. It accords well with the view of the Deuteronomistic History in 2 Kings 18:5-6. In short: B/2 ‘originated within the circles of Isaiah’s disciples, but two or three generations later than the prophet’.
 

At a certain stage B/1 and B/2 were combined. The remark on Sennacherib’s assassination serves as a possible point of departure. This reference was probably taken from a Babylonian chronicle by ‘the late editor of Kings’ and inserted in the Kings’ narrative. This could probably only have happened after Sennacherib’s death in 681 BC.
 This editor probably also combined the whole of Section B with Section A (cf above).

                          top
The position of Isaiah

It is interesting to note the position of Isaiah in these descriptions. Apparantly he is not at the hot spots, the city wall or the king’s palace, but somewhere else. Each time he has to be informed about everything. His answers are typical: Yahweh will intervene on their behalf and a quiet trust in Him is required. Apparently Jerusalem could not live up to these expectations. Faith to Isaiah implied that room must be left for Yahweh’s sovereign act. And the right attitude was one of quietness. Many years later during another Assyrian threat Isaiah stressed this once again: Israel had to be still and that would be their strength (Is 30:15). According to Section A Hezekiah did not react in that way in 701 BC. He sent an envoy to Lachis to beg Sennacherib’s pardon. He paid a heavy tribute and surrendered parts of his territory to the Assyrians. Thus, by an act of political common-sense he saved Jerusalem and his country but he did not ‘show faith’.
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May you have a wonderful easter. 

Greetings

Jurie le Roux

jleroux1@mweb.co.za 
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